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Abstract 
This autoethnography discusses my 15 months in the United Arab Emirates in a 
Muslim girls’ school as part of a school reform program during 2007-8. The rise of 
high stakes educational testing globally has created situations where non-Western 
cultures have felt pressured to quickly meet the demands of rankings, such the PISA 
system, so as to be competitive in a global market. 
 
There has been little research published in English on the experiences of school 
reform workers in cross cultural settings in the Middle East. The purpose of this study 
is to address this lack, to explore the challenges of working in this region from a 
personal perspective and to present my learnings from this experience. I use my 
journal entries and memories from the UAE to discuss my experiences in this cross 
cultural setting. My stories narrate the dilemmas I faced working with teachers and 
school leadership who were enacting different ways of knowing to my own. My 
experiences reflect the multi layered messy process of working across cultural 
expectations with school staff who were faced with implementing a Western 
curriculum purchased from Australia. Having this new curriculum imposed on 
schools in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi raised issues that school staff and the reform 
project workers had to grapple with in this typically authoritarian society. 
I follow my evolution as a teacher, principal, academic and school reform advisor and 
discuss my growing awareness of the differences in beliefs and practices between my 
views as a Western educator and those I saw being enacted in the schools in the UAE. 
This disconnect becomes more obvious as the discourse of the school reform agenda 
underpinning the directives from our company came in contact with the realities of 
the school’s long held practices.  
Within this autoethnographic study, I consider the impact of place on identity as I 
document my connections to place and landscape in Australia and in the UAE. 
Finally, I explore creative ways of thinking about and processing my experiences 
through different aspects of image and the visual.   
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Chapter One: 
Introduction 
 
 
Leaving my place: My home in Gippsland 
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The Invitation 
Yes, I accept. I’ve thought about it ... talked about it with the family ... all are excited 
about the possibility. I could leave Australia in three weeks ... around the 18th September. 
I would come over on my own. Chris and the boys may come for a visit later. 
The fact that the school will be taking on the NSW curriculum is probably not an issue as I 
guess the biggest issues to be addressed in the area of teaching and learning relate to the 
actual need to change the pedagogical practices. Would this be correct? 
I will give you a call at 9.00 tomorrow (Sunday). If this comes off, I would be arriving in 
the UAE during Ramadan... (Email, 24/8/2007). 
 
This was my fateful response to a flurry of email exchanges and phone conversations 
with a friend who was the director of a school reform program in the United Arab 
Emirates. She had contacted me offering me the position of a Management Advisor in 
the program. If I accepted, I would be appointed for two years to work in a State-run 
Muslim girls’ middle school. My role would involve mentoring the school leadership 
team and managing four contract teacher advisors and a translator working with the 
local teachers in specific areas of the curriculum.  
 
I knew little about the United Arab Emirates (UAE) prior to accepting this offer. In 
2007, I was lecturing and teaching in the Faculty of Education at the rural campus of 
Monash University in Gippsland, Victoria. The campus is a two-hour drive east of 
Melbourne and is situated in a coal mining and dairy farming area of Victoria, where 
my family have lived for four generations. 
 
In Gippsland, I was well embedded in my profession and my place. After 15 years as 
a primary school principal in the local area I was appreciating working with university 
students. I felt I had something to offer after my many years as a teacher and as a 
principal. I had also worked in a range of other education settings. I felt comfortable 
with university teaching and was always in my element standing at the front of large 
groups sharing my ideas and stories of teaching. I valued my role as tutor listening to 
the students and hearing their varied thoughts about teaching. Most of the students 
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expressed a real passion for teaching and were keen to complete the relevant teaching 
degrees. Many of these young people wanted to make a positive impact with children 
and I was energised by their enthusiasm. I felt I was part of a community at the 
university and lived close to the campus on a six-acre property at Hazelwood South 
with my husband. Yet, the offer of employment in another country was thrilling and 
would fulfil a long-held dream to work overseas in a country quite different to my 
own.  
 
Getting my head around it 
I had one month to organise my travel documents and my move. I was told little about 
my new role other than I would be mentoring the principal in a Muslim girls’ school. 
The students were in years 6 to 9 and there were around 400 at the school. The team 
of female teacher advisors and the translator I would be managing were contracted to 
implement a new curriculum that had been purchased from New South Wales. These 
five women had all grown up outside the UAE although two were Muslim women 
who had lived in Abu Dhabi or Dubai for several years. The four young teacher 
advisors had all left their home countries to come and work and live in the UAE. 
 
My brief telephone discussions with the director of the company in Dubai, prior to my 
departure, revealed that millions of dirham, the local UAE currency, were being 
allocated by the government to implement a major school reform project. Each of the 
seven Emirates was taking a different approach and the Abu Dhabi Emirate leaders 
had decided to place teams of experienced Western teachers in a number of trial 
schools to work with and mentor local teachers. Each of these teams would be led by 
an experienced past principal from the UK, Australia, New Zealand and other 
Western countries in order to support the team and mentor the local principal.  
 
The company director explained that it was felt the curriculum in Abu Dhabi was 
outdated, with teachers relying heavily on text books for teaching and planning. The 
Year 12 graduates were struggling to gain entry to universities overseas as the tertiary 
dropout rate was high due to lack of student competence in most curriculum areas. 
The teaching practices in UAE were not aligned with current Western pedagogical 
theories related to quality teaching, student engagement and integrated learning. 
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Government and education authorities in the UAE had been reluctant to participate in 
the (optional) international testing process PISA and had feared the country’s ranking 
would be very low. It was common practice in the UAE to buy in expertise from other 
countries and Western expertise was valued in many businesses. The Sheikh and his 
senior education advisors all wanted change and improvements in education. They 
were prepared to fund reform generously and they wanted it to happen quickly.  
 
The excitement of a new challenge and romantic notions of living overseas consumed 
my thoughts. I had little time for reflection about the nature of the task I was taking 
on. I searched the internet for information about the company I would be working for 
and found very little meaningful discussion. I had assumed that I would be living in 
Abu Dhabi or Dubai where the company’s two offices were located but found out two 
weeks prior to my departure that I would be living in Al Ain, a city 90 minutes’ drive 
from Abu Dhabi through the desert near the Omani border. 
 
For the weeks before I left home my mind was absorbed by details of what I would be 
able to take with me in boxes and what I would need to live a comfortable enough life 
in the Middle East. I was distracted at work and lay awake at night trying to imagine 
what my days would be like in the UAE. Friends and family were encouraging while 
some acquaintances were bemused or openly negative about me moving to a country 
in the Middle East. It came to light that many people I spoke to did not know where 
the UAE was. I knew it would all be different and unfamiliar for me: the landscape, 
the climate and the people I would meet socially and at work.  
 
Our company was one of eight companies that had been set up to work in schools in 
Abu Dhabi to assist with the implementation of the curriculum that had been 
purchased from New South Wales. Interviews were held by phone and each company 
started with approximately 30 teachers and five past principals as Management 
Advisors. Management Advisors were to lead their team of five or so staff placed 
within a local school. Each school team would be expected to attend the school five 
days a week and to work with teachers and the principal to move from very teacher 
directed methods and text book driven curriculum to a more interactive and engaging 
teaching and learning process.  
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Approximately two weeks prior to our appearance the local school principals were 
advised of our impending arrival. To house the incoming staff, entire apartment 
blocks were rented by the companies; furniture, basic cutlery and crockery purchased. 
Salaries were set for the teacher advisors and the management advisors. Most of the 
teachers came from New Zealand, Australia and the UK. Some of the boys’ schools 
had well qualified male teachers from Jordan, Syria, Pakistan and northern Africa. 
Most of these teachers had been working in schools in the UK prior to their 
employment in the UAE. The preference had been for native English speaking 
teachers as the local teachers were expected to commence teaching Maths, Science 
and Information and Communications Technology (ICT) in English during our time 
in their schools. 
 
The United Arab Emirates: Background 
Demographics 
The United Arab Emirates is a small country in the Middle East covering an area of 
82,880 sq. km, a little over one third of the size of Victoria, in southern Australia. The 
waters of the Persian Gulf lie along the west coast while the country shares a border 
with Oman to the east and Saudi Arabia to the south and south west. The country had 
a population of around 4.9 million by the end of 2010 and this has changed little in 
the past few years. Only 20% of the total population of the United Arab Emirates are 
Emirati nationals. A little over 50% of the population are Pakistani and Indian 
workers while the remaining population is comprised of Egyptian, Bangladeshi, 
Jordanian, Iranian, Filipino, British, American, South African, Canadian, New 
Zealand and Australasian expatriates. Females make up only one third of the 
population due to the high number of male expatriate workers in Dubai, Abu Dhabi 
and Al Ain. The majority of the population is urban and is located in the two main 
centres of Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Al Ain and Sharjah are the next largest cities. 96% 
of the population is Muslim. Al Ain has a population of over half a million people 
(slightly larger than Canberra) and is more traditional in many ways than Dubai and 
Abu Dhabi. Al Ain is the 4th largest urban centre after Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Sharjah. 
It lies 120 km south east of Dubai and 160km east of the city of Abu Dhabi in the 
Emirate of the same name. 
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Historical setting 
In this brief historical background to the development of United Arab Emirates as a 
federated nation preceding the establishment of schools, I acknowledge that due to the 
lack of translated information I have had to rely on data accessed from the Library of 
Congress Studies. This data is written from a British perspective and is only provided 
here to chronicle events prior to the establishment of a formal education system and 
the current reform program in the UAE. 
 
The United Arab Emirates was originally ruled by a small number of families. These 
families owed their positions to tribal leadership and it was on this basis of traditional 
ownership that the British negotiated treaties with their leaders in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. Controlling or owning land became more important with the 
discovery of oil. These leading families quickly became extremely wealthy and began 
distributing this money to family and friends. Some of this money was later allocated 
to building schools, hospitals and roads.  
Oil revenues did not change traditional tribal ideas about leadership. New money, 
however, increased the influence of area leaders by giving them more resources 
to distribute. A new sense of identity appeared in gulf sheikhdoms and aroused 
a growing expectation that they should rule themselves. To do this, sheikhs had 
to cut themselves off from British control and protection (Library of Congress 
Country studies, United Arab Emirates Studies – Independence, 1993). 
 
In the late 1960s Britain made the decision to cease its military commitments to these 
Gulf States and an independent country was formed comprising the major 
sheikhdoms. On December 2, 1971, one day after the British officially withdrew, 
these six sheikhdoms declared themselves a sovereign state. Shortly after this the 7th 
sheikhdom joined the federation to form the seven Emirates that constitute the United 
Arab Emirates. After the founding of the UAE, there was tremendous expansion of 
public education facilities. Section 17 of the constitution of UAE states that education 
is fundamental to the progress of society and is to be compulsory at the primary level 
and free at all levels (United Arab Emirates Constitution, revised 1996). The actual 
school structures that developed were based on schooling systems local education 
leaders had observed in the UK and the USA.  
  
 
14 
 
 
Sheikh Zayed: ‘Father of the Nation’ 
The United Arab Emirates is still a nation in transition. It is only since the late 1960s 
that the head of the Emirates, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahayan, began to see that 
the oil income could change the face of the Emirates. He had taken over as the ruler 
of the Emirates on August 6, 1966. During the 1960s, Sheikh Zayed worked hard to 
develop plans and also pioneered the formation of UAE, with Abu Dhabi as its 
capital. He made the decision to distribute the wealth from oil on the shores of his 
country to the people who lived right across the UAE. 
 
In my first weeks in the UAE, I was keen to find out firsthand the impact that Sheikh 
Zayed had had on the Emirati people so spoke at length with one of the teachers from 
the English department. My journal entry here captures my account of our 
conversation. 
I asked her why people loved Sheikh Zayed so much as there are huge photos of him 
in all schools and along all freeways. She told me that she was a young girl when 
Sheikh Zayed began to distribute money to the people. Very large sums of money 
were given to all Emirati families. In the late 1970s and early 80s every Emirati 
family went from living in little two room concrete houses to living in huge two and 
three storey homes with reception rooms, multiple bathrooms and many bedrooms. 
Every family bought two or three cars and drivers were employed for the women so 
that they did not need to get their licenses. More people began to visit Mecca for 
Hajj and many began to travel overseas to visit other countries. Families began to 
employ maids who arrived in large numbers from poorer nations (Journal, 
November 2007). 
 
I could feel this teacher’s devotion to Sheikh Zayed as she spoke. She smiled and put 
down her pen. She wanted me to know that this man alone had changed the course of 
many lives. She spoke with tenderness about this man who had the compassion and 
‘goodness’ (her word) to want his people to share the wealth of the country. She talked 
about how everybody adored him and that the mere mention of his name would bring 
joy to the faces of so many. She told me that she prayed daily to thank Sheikh Zayed 
for his goodness and for all that he had done for Emirati people. I now understood why 
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this man’s image was on posters on every highway, road and in every government 
business and school across the Emirates. I often found myself smiling with recognition 
at his image on huge posters on the freeway to Abu Dhabi. I imagined the lives of the 
people changing as they moved to houses with power and air-conditioning; rooms for 
every family member and transport that allowed them to reconnect with relatives.  
 
I had seen the little concrete huts uninhabited along the roads to Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi. These were the basic homes that Emiratis had abandoned in the 1970s. Small 
concrete block houses that had been discoloured by years of sand; most had no 
windows. Some were being used by the workers who had been brought in from the 
sub-continent by local companies. Now the roads were lined with huge mansions with 
high brick walls and ornate gates. I had gone with several of my team to a dinner to 
one of these houses as we had been invited to the home of the school librarian. We 
were shown into a large reception room with seating around the walls covered in 
colourful Arabic pillows. We were served sweet tea and dates. Then off to another 
room where we all sat on cushions on the floor around a beautifully decorated cloth 
and were served more food than we could possibly eat. I couldn’t help but think about 
what it must have been like in the UAE before the late 1970s and 80s when all these 
houses were built. The Emirati people now had beautiful malls to visit along with 
wealthy Westerners who purchase gold jewellery, modern furniture and fast cars. 
When Sheikh Zayed died in 2004, a week’s mourning was declared with all schools, 
shops and businesses closing. The teacher told me that Emirati people walked the 
streets openly crying at the loss of their benefactor.  
 
It was this Sheikh who planned and created the framework for the beginning of a state 
education system in the UAE. His valuing of education for Emirati children was then 
carried on by his son who succeeded him to the position of head of the Emirates. It 
appears that little had changed in the system over the past ten to twenty years as funds 
had not kept up with increased numbers of students attending the schools. This led to 
the initiatives that saw the commencement of school reform programs across the UAE 
in 2005. 
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Arriving 
He was standing at the front of a crowd holding a piece of paper with my name typed 
on it. The print was small and I didn’t see it as I dragged my case and bags past him 
several times. He was probably looking at me, unsure if I was the Australian woman 
he was meant to collect at the airport. I stood off to the side and decided to phone his 
mobile as I had been emailed his number. I walked towards him as his phone began to 
ring. Do I shake his hand? He extended his hand so I took it and we both smiled.  
I arrived at Dubai airport at 6.30am on Sunday 23rd September 2007. I had spent the 
flight reading and wondering what I would be doing in the weeks to come as I 
adjusted to a new job and attempted to negotiate everything from a new currency and 
bank accounts to driving on the right and generally finding my way around. I also 
thought about learning some basic phrases in Arabic as quickly as possible so I could 
make myself understood at school and in the shops. 
Once my bags were in the car we headed off into the Dubai traffic. Sunday is the first 
day of the working week so peak hour was upon us as we swerved in and out of the 
traffic on several major freeways. The light had a muted haze as the sun was filtered 
by the sand and dust. The shadows were less defined and shapes seemed to shimmer 
in the heat. The skyline was a cluster of half-finished buildings and huge cranes that 
loomed over vacant blocks of dirt and sand. We headed off on the freeway towards Al 
Ain at an alarming speed. Everybody else seemed to be travelling at well over the 
speed limit as well. 
I chatted to the driver, the administration assistant from our company, about the long 
flight and told him I had at least 153 questions to ask him. He laughed and spoke 
quickly as he talked about the company and the team of women I would be working 
with. Our conversation was punctuated with the incessant loud beeping of the car’s 
alarm that indicated we were exceeding the speed limit of 120 km an hour. He told me 
that all cars had been fitted with these governing beepers set at 120 km in an attempt 
to reduce speed related accidents. He also told me that nobody observed this limit, 
while large four-wheel drive vehicles travelling over 150km an hour shook our car as 
they roared past. I wondered why people didn’t disable the beepers as it was hard to 
talk over the sound.  
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English was not his first language and he spoke quickly with the occasional Arabic 
word slipped in. I learnt that he was born in the north of Africa and that his family 
had moved to Dubai when he was a child. He spoke of his family with warmth and 
laughed when I asked him if he was married. He hoped to have a say in a marriage 
that would most likely be arranged for him.  
I watched the landscape flash by as we travelled on the freeway. There were a few 
small settlements of white houses and out buildings by the side of the road. The sand 
dunes changed from a dirty pale yellow to a soft pink tone as we neared Al Ain. As we 
headed into the centre of the city I was told that the city had a population of half a 
million and that people often called it the City of Roundabouts. Every roundabout had 
a name and they all had a different array of fountains, buildings or statues. I later 
learnt that a set of directions to a person’s apartment could include: ‘Take a right at 
the flamingos, a left at the far pavilion, a right at Uluru (a huge concrete rock in the 
middle of one roundabout that all Australians called Ayers Rock or Uluru), a right at 
the three fountains and we live opposite the big coffee pot.’ 
Men strolled along the footpaths in their white robes. Women waited for the bus in 
their long black abayas. Some had their faces covered and others had only their hair 
covered. I was apprehensive and excited as we pulled up in front of a two storey pale 
yellow building with turrets around the edges of the flat roof. We carried my bags 
inside and unlocked the huge solid timber door to apartment number 4. The building 
was new with fresh paint and large cream coloured floor tiles. There were three large 
bedrooms and three bathrooms in my apartment. The lounge/dining area was small 
with high ceilings and a beautiful arched window that looked out onto the street. The 
kitchen was small with marble bench tops. The floor tiles in this room looked like they 
had been laid by a plumber or painter who was working outside his area of expertise. 
They had large pieces of sharp grouting still adhering to the middle and edges of 
some of the tiles which scratched my bare feet every time I walked into the kitchen.  
By the time I was alone in the apartment I had been awake for around 30 hours. I 
wandered around looking at the new furniture wondering what I would do first. There 
were too many anxious thoughts to sleep. This would be my home for the next two 
years. How would I make it mine? Would I come to feel that it was my space? Would I 
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grow to feel connected to this place? Who lived in the other nine apartments in this 
block? I knew they all worked for our company except for one person upstairs.  
There were tea bags, coffee and sugar in one of the cupboards along with some basic 
crockery and cutlery. It was now nearly lunchtime and I put the temperature at well 
over 45 degrees. I was starting to get hungry and I had no idea where a shop might be 
or the means to get there in the heat. I unpacked my suitcase and left a smaller bag 
sitting on the freshly made king size bed. I plugged in the TV and turned it on. 
Incredible, over 200 channels, all Arabic speaking actors and news readers. I found 3 
or 4 channels with old sitcoms and even older movies in English. I went out into the 
street. More two storey apartment blocks like this one lined the edges, some painted 
different colours. The heat was rising up from the bitumen road. I had no idea where I 
was in relation to the city or the shops. I felt disoriented and anxious and could feel 
the tension in my neck and chest. I had to remind myself that it was far too early to 
panic. Somebody would be able to help me. The team of women I would be working 
with would all be at work in the school as they had started several weeks before me. 
Back inside I turned on the air conditioner in two of the rooms and headed upstairs. I 
had been told that there was an Australian couple living in the apartment above me. 
He would be at work at one of the boys’ schools but perhaps she would be home. I 
rang a door bell and stepped back to wait (Journal, 29 September 2007). 
Developing a thesis concept 
In this thesis I explore learning in the contact zone through the lens of story, image 
and place. The thesis is structured around experiences I had during my involvement in 
this imported curriculum reform program in a UAE girls’ school.  
 
As the project in the school developed I started to write a journal about my thoughts 
and reactions to working and living in this new setting. The idea of using my 
experiences and journal entries to make meaning from my reactions and to reflect the 
gradual transformation of how I viewed the reform program began to take shape. My 
writings reflected the ways in which my values, upbringing, interests, beliefs, identity 
and sense of belonging were shaping my experience and underpinning the 
assumptions I had made about the nature of knowledge and learning. 
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I began to read articles on the use of autoethnography as a legitimate and engaging 
research methodology. I was interested in the notion that I could document my 
personal journey as the basis of this doctoral research. I did not want to be bound by 
the constraints of more formal positivist research and sought to interpret my cross 
cultural experiences by investigating my own narratives.  
 
I have used the common current usage form of ‘autoethnography’ throughout this 
thesis but it is worth noting that other forms - auto ethnography, auto-ethnography, 
and in particular auto/ethnography (Reed-Danahay, 2010) - more effectively 
emphasise the space between auto and ethno, which is the space in which 
autoethnography operates. In this space I am not just writing about personal 
experiences but revealing the ways in which the personal always occupies a space 
between self and other in which culture is created. 
 
While in the UAE my journal writing was often motivated by a particular incident or 
set of circumstances that was new or unfamiliar to me in some way. On my return to 
Australia and with time to reflect on the process of journal writing I realised that there 
were many memories that were significant to my research that I had not thought to 
document in my journal at the time. These memories I have now interwoven with my 
journal entries to make meaning of my responses as an ‘other’ in this new setting. It 
has often been a fleeting vision or a certain light or shadow that brings back a 
memory from the UAE. Sometimes it has been a feeling of heat or the scent of a spice 
that gives me that elusive feeling of a previous experience in a different place. Some 
memories I have retained clearly and others have blurred and perhaps altered as time 
passes. Some have been actively retained as I tell or retell my stories. My journal 
entries are in italics and dated at the time of writing to distinguish them from my 
memories. Combining journal entries, memories and photographs has allowed me to 
build a multi-layered approach to using stories of my experiences as the basis of a 
thesis project. 
 
It is this use of stories that interests me as I reflect on the lifelong impact that 
storytelling has had in shaping my ways of being. Each journal entry becomes a short 
story that is illustrative of an event or highlights a struggle that I had managing 
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difference in ideologies or practices. These stories bring to life the events that I 
encountered on a day to day basis. My connections with autoethnography and 
presentation of self is discussed as I work to make meaning from my experiences. 
 
Ethical dilemmas of cross cultural research 
As I write about my experiences I expose aspects of myself as a writer and as a 
researcher. Selection, interpretation and the assertion of particular values are always 
present in the shaping of any account (Spalding and Phillips, 2007). As a Western 
researcher in a Middle Eastern setting my presence as an ‘other’ for the 15 months 
that I worked in the UAE needs to be acknowledged and discussed. How do I address 
the issue raised by Mita in Smith (1999, p.58): ‘The ones doing the looking are giving 
themselves the power to define’?  
 
How do I address the ethical dilemmas associated with shaping my interpretation of 
events, when I am the only voice to be heard in relation to the experiences that I 
reflect upon? These can only be my reflections from the point of view of a Western 
academic who is now politically and geographically removed from the location under 
discussion as I write this thesis after returning to Australia. How do I discuss the 
situation of the women that I worked with when they felt they were not able to 
publicly engage in these discussions themselves? Is it possible to write my 
experiences without making judgements of those around me? Becoming conscious of 
my Western judgements is perhaps the major challenge of writing this thesis. 
 
The UAE is not a democracy and has rigid censorship regulations related to the 
publication of information in the media and on the internet. Public debate about the 
effectiveness of any projects in the UAE is not encouraged. Little has been written in 
regard to the school reform projects in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Fear of the authorities, 
those in the Ministry of Education and now those in the education council, has had a 
powerful impact on principals and teachers in schools in the UAE. Why am I 
choosing to write about this imposition of a Western curriculum in a Muslim school 
in the Middle East when the local women are not? This presents another ethical 
dilemma.  
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Through my interaction with written material, through discussions with others, casual 
conversations, writing, feedback from supervisors, I have crossed borders between 
Australia and the Middle East: borders of race, ethnicity, religion, gender issues, 
politics and economics along with human rights and education. This crossing of 
borders geographically, culturally and ethically will be explored in reflecting on my 
responses to journal entries and memories from the UAE. 
Research questions 
What can be learned about the implementation of school reform programs in a cross 
cultural setting from one person’s experiences of working in a Muslim girls’ school in 
the UAE? 
In what ways do place, story and image mediate subjectivities in the expatriate 
experience?  
Brief overview of chapters 
Chapter One 
This introductory chapter provides the background to how I came to be writing this 
thesis. It introduces the school reform project that took me to live and work in the 
Middle East for 15 months. I briefly identify the methodology I have used and suggest 
some of the associated ethical dilemmas of autoethnographic research in the contact 
zone. As the UAE is a relatively little known country in the West, the chapter also 
provides basic demographic and historical background. The final section of the 
chapter frames the research questions and chapter overviews. 
 
Chapter Two: Journey to autoethnography 
I provide an overview of autoethnography and the rationale for using this 
methodology in my research. My use of journal entries while in the UAE and my 
attraction to the use of autoethnography are discussed in relation to literature on 
journal writing and storytelling as a basis for qualitative research. I construct a 
narrative about how I came to autoethnography particularly through the writings of 
Carolyn Ellis. My brief history of autoethnography covers the increased use of this 
form of research as a way of providing a link between experience and theory. Here 
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my literature review covers the early research in the area of autoethnography before I 
move on to focus on more recent literature on this subject. I discuss the work of 
Frigga Haug in relation to the use of memory in my thesis and the shifting temporal 
nature of recollection. The contested status of autoethnography as a methodology and 
some of the issues faced by researchers in this area are also discussed. 
 
Chapter Three: Becoming 
This chapter uses autobiography to introduce some of the themes that inform this 
thesis. I tell the stories of my love of reading and books during my childhood and 
early school experiences which triggered my interest in and passion for social justice 
through education. I provide an account of my work as a teacher and principal in 
Australia including teaching in an Indigenous community in Western Australia. This 
experience and my work with migrant children in western Sydney laid the 
foundations for my interest in working in cross-cultural settings. 
 
Chapter Four: ‘There is no Arabic word for pedagogy’ 
Chapter 4 focuses on the school reform program that I was involved in and is 
presented as an autoethnographic account of how I experienced the reform program 
and my day to day activities. I present stories which exemplify the disconnection 
between my expectations and the realities enacted in the school setting.  
 
Chapter 5: Context for school reform in the UAE 
Chapter 5 provides the context for school reform in the UAE and its relationship to 
the increased international emphasis on the global ranking of education standards. 
The difficulties generated by being positioned in the middle of competing agendas are 
detailed and the findings of parallel research are considered. Here I begin to question 
the reform program and my involvement in it and how this led me to reconsider ideas 
about myself within my professional history and as a person. My preconceived ideas 
and values about continuous improvement in education become challenged in ways 
that I cannot resolve at this point. I consider the theoretical contributions of critical 
perspectives such as critical autoethnography and critical pedagogy of place. 
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Chapter 6: Place and Subjectivity 
Chapter 6 shifts into the more personal territory of my embodied and emplaced 
experience of the UAE. I use body/place journal writing (Somerville, 1999) to evoke 
the colours, textures and images I encountered. The implications of gender in this 
particular setting provide a different interpretation of place. The shifting nature of 
sand elicits different metaphors of identity in contrast to the solid ground of my 
attachment to my home country. The expatriate experience of exotic landscapes as 
tending towards the commodification of place is considered. The sense of dislocation 
of a group of foreigners working together created tensions which were often 
expressed through transgressive or ludic behaviours. 
 
Chapter 7: Illusion and Image: Thinking through art and the visual 
This chapter follows my exploration of thinking through art and the visual as a way of 
establishing a relationship with my experiences in the UAE. After my return to 
Australia and commencing the construction of my thesis I found that I was drawn to 
reflections through photo images and art practice as a way of making sense of 
thoughts and impressions. I take up the idea of illusion in art as a model for the 
strange contradictions of illusion in school reform. The work of Magritte, Escher, 
street artists and experimentation with self-portrait all provide a lens through which to 
view the dilemmas that I was not able to reconcile while in the UAE. The imprinting 
of sounds, images and veiling come to represent the penetration of an Islamic 
experience into my own ontology. Using the arts in this autoethnography allowed me 
to further my thinking and analysis at a meta level, and bought more joy, meaning and 
impact to my work.  
 
Chapter 8: Inconclusions 
The final chapter retraces the path taken through this thesis and considers some of the 
implications of my involvement in a school reform program in the UAE. The complex 
nature of autoethnography and my struggle with representation are elaborated upon in 
relation to the experiences that I have used as the basis of this research. Seeing my 
home in Australia through new eyes and my final exodus from the UAE complete this 
journey of uncertainty and possibilities.  
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Chapter Two: 
Journey to autoethnography 
 
 
Possibilities in the UAE: The archway to the women’s 
entrance at a local mosque.  
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Introduction 
I am sitting at my desk in the corner of the lounge room in a small cottage in East 
Gippsland overlooking a remote inlet. Books and articles surround me on the table I 
have set up to work on this chapter for a few weeks. I see an article that I remember 
reading in the UAE. It’s on the floor on top of a pile of papers. The day is dull and the 
wind is chopping the water into small waves that appear to be moving out of the inlet 
towards the ocean. I can hear seagulls in the distance and later in the day the 
magpies will return to the front porch to be fed. As I sit here I am writing myself back 
into my apartment in Al Ain. There my laptop faced the wall, much like here. There 
the ceilings were high and the huge arch shaped window looked out onto a quiet 
street. If I turned my head I could see the veil of sand and heat drifting across the 
outside of the window, settling on my car and the road side. Sometimes the sand stuck 
to the window panes in waves, there was no rain to wash it away (Lakes Entrance, 
summer of 2014). 
 
In this chapter I provide a personal account of my approach to autoethnography and 
the motivations for using this methodology in my thesis. I make reference to the 
development of the literature on autoethnography, and link this to the use of memory 
work in research. I discuss the contested nature of autoethnography as a methodology 
and some of the issues faced by researchers in this area. In particular, I focus on the 
work of Frigga Haug in relation to the use of memory and the shifting temporal nature 
of personal recollections.  
 
Considering autoethnography 
I had started a PhD in 2005, two years before my UAE experience. In this original 
thesis I had been interested in the roles of school principals but I was struggling with 
the idea of a methodology that involved surveying and quantifying data. I planned to 
research the many roles of principals whose daily tasks involved financial 
management, physical resources and human resources management. I had been a 
primary school principal for close to 15 years. I intended to compare their work with 
the work of CEOs in similar sized businesses as it seemed to me that business leaders 
had financial managers, human resource managers and physical resources managers 
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(buildings and grounds) whereas principals are required to manage all facets of these 
roles themselves. Moving away from my principal position at the end of 2006 I found 
that I wanted to distance myself from the daily tasks that this work involved as I had 
become more interested in changes in education and policy making in school reform. 
By the end of 2007, after living and working for three months in the UAE, the roles of 
principals in Australian schools was an area that I was no longer deeply passionate 
about. I had moved away from the school principal role of leading my own school, a 
position in which I had often felt constricted. I was now far more interested in my role 
in the UAE and wanted to document my journey living and working in an 
intercultural setting. Settling into the unknown and reflecting on the meaning of 
working in a globalised cross cultural context was now of greater interest to me. 
 
I returned home to Gippsland for a two week break over Christmas. Commencing a 
journal in the UAE I had started to note down some of my experiences as a 
therapeutic response to the frustrations of negotiating the bureaucracy and systems in 
an unfamiliar country. My interest had shifted and I was now keen to find out more 
about this unfamiliar country and my responses to moving to live and work there. 
Making meaning of my experiences as a participant of a curriculum reform program 
that was imposed on an unsuspecting school system was now of greater interest to me. 
Curiosity to know more about the lives and experiences of the women that I worked 
with and how I would cope and change as I built relationships with people in the UAE 
was now taking priority. How I could put my disorganised chaotic thoughts down in 
writing would be a challenge but I wanted my writing to give some order where order 
did not exist.  
 
During this time back in Gippsland I had several meetings with my PhD supervisor 
which assisted me to clarify the new focus of my thesis. Paper work had to be 
completed to document this change of direction. My journals and memories could be 
used as my data source and the themes that arose from these could be discussed in 
relation to current writing in the area of autoethnography. In response to this change 
of direction my journal entries would now take on a more embodied response to this 
new place. I returned to the UAE in January 2008 after a two week Christmas break 
with a folder full of articles to read on narrative writing, autoethnography and 
qualitative research methodologies. 
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Once back in the UAE I picked up my little rental car, had the internet reconnected in 
my apartment and settled back into the routine at work. I was still unsure about many 
aspects of my role as a Management Advisor in the school but reading at night gave 
me a new focus for my thesis. Maybe I would find some answers in these books and 
articles. I spread them around the lounge room, moving around them for a few days 
trying to work out a plan for where to begin. I packed them up and moved them about, 
forming new piles and treating them with suspicion. Having people over for dinner 
and going to restaurants allowed me to ignore them for the first week or so. But they 
were still there; they seemed to be crouching in the corner waiting to pounce.  
 
On one particular day I had returned from school early, it was Ramadan. These days 
of fasting were shorter working days so that people could return to their homes to rest 
and conserve energy while they were not eating and drinking. At school we all 
observed the traditions along with the teachers. We didn’t want to be eating and 
drinking while others weren’t. The dry heat at the end of summer drove me to hide a 
bottle of water in my bag that I took furtive sips from during the day. I was home 
now, in Al Ain, in my unit with the air conditioning on. I was eating lunch and as is 
my habit from childhood I started reading while eating. I picked up the top article 
from the pile and turned it over. The chapter was titled ‘Autoethnography, personal 
narrative, reflexivity: Researcher as subject’ by Ellis & Bochner, (2000). I was 
hooked from the beginning. On the very first page I read ‘how important it is to make 
the researcher’s own experiences a topic of investigation in its own right’ (p.733). As 
I read on I felt huge relief as I realised that I could write freely about my personal 
experiences as part of my research. My understandings and observations would matter 
and I could tell the stories that I wanted to tell. My writing could be emotional and 
intimate rather than dry, distant and removed. I could be a character in the stories that 
I told from my memories or related from my journal entries.  
 
I was attracted to the way Carolyn Ellis jumped straight into this article set in the 
middle of a phone conversation with her partner. They discuss issues that face us all 
about work and our struggles with those who see things differently to us. She 
expresses her doubts in the face of the power of academic conventions that mitigate 
against more personal and embodied writing. The two authors discuss the limitations 
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of the passive third person voice used in most academic writing. Ellis affirms her own 
commitment to autoethnography through her story of a meeting with a PhD student 
who is planning her dissertation on breast cancer. She identifies other academic 
writers who have found that their experiences and vulnerabilities can be examined 
consciously, emotionally and reflexively.  
 
I think of how difficult it must have been to get work accepted for publication in the 
early stages of developing this as a research methodology. More recently, Ellis in 
Jones, Adams & Ellis (2013) has published comments about this difficulty when she 
did not have mentors in autoethnography methodology to assist her to lead the way. 
She did, however, have likeminded colleagues and friends including: Arthur Bochner, 
Norman Denzin, Laurel Richardson, Buddy Goodall, Mitch Allen and Ron Pelias who 
encouraged her despite a hostile academic environment that undermined and 
questioned the validity of feminist, poststructuralist and postmodern writing.  
 
As I read on I liked the notion of this kind of research as ‘a form that will allow 
readers to feel the moral dilemmas, think with our story instead of about it, join 
actively in the decision points that define an autoethnographic project, and consider 
how their own lives can be made a story worth telling’ (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, 
p.735). I liked Ellis’s honesty and lack of pretension. I reread the article several times 
over the next few months. I looked at the reference list and searched out other articles 
that focused on autoethnography and writing.  
 
I thought about these ideas for a few days. I needed to find out more. Spry (2001, 
p.710) describes autoethnography as ‘a self-narrative that critiques the situatedness of 
others in social contexts’ while Ellis (2004, p.xix) outlines it as ‘research, writing and 
method that connect the autobiographical and personal to the cultural and social. This 
form usually features concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and 
introspection and claims the conventions of literary writing’. I liked the idea of 
linking the personal to the cultural as this would allow me to discuss my stories within 
the context of the setting in which this study is located. I wanted my stories to be 
richly linked to the context that I found myself in. 
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Doing autoethnography 
During the following year I recorded many of my experiences in a journal. Most 
weeks I wrote two or three journal entries that reflected my mood and experiences on 
that day. Some of the early entries discuss feelings of disconnection and isolation as I 
come to terms with living in this setting. Other entries are humorous as I relate events 
and unexpected occurrences. My discussions of these journal entries will provide a 
link with the theoretical framework outlined and with my interpretations of how I 
negotiated my role in the curriculum reform project in the school. Many of the journal 
entries highlight the gradual transformation I underwent as I became familiar with the 
school and the conventions of the community and these in turn were shaped by my 
becoming-self. 
 
Personal narratives can perform a sociological role by addressing common issues that 
intersect social change, space, place, agency and identity (Sparkes, 2000; Laslett, 
1999). Autoethnography challenges the dominance of traditional science and by its 
very nature is critical in focus as the writer analyses her own reactions and 
experiences in relation to societal preconceptions and cultural contexts. This form of 
research questions more objectified ways of knowing and inquiring. This 
methodology allows me to link my experiences with current theories related to place, 
gender and the contact zone.  
 
I picked up the large folder that I had brought back with me. I had already read the 
Ellis and Bochner (2000) article and had it on my bedside table. I had labelled the 
folder Qualitative Research – Autoethnography. It was full of articles that I now felt 
an urge to read. How big was this movement? I flipped through the pile. I had already 
read some of the works by Laurel Richardson so I took her chapter ‘Writing: A 
Method of Inquiry’ from Denzin & Lincoln (2000) and began to read. ‘Writing is also 
a way of “knowing” – a method of discovery and analysis. By writing in different 
ways, we discover new aspects of our topic and our relationship to it. Form and 
content are inseparable’ (p. 924). Why didn’t I know about this earlier? I had always 
wanted to write more personal reflections in a thesis and felt that the dry, more 
removed traditional academic writing that I had used in my Master’s Degree would 
not allow me to bring to life the experiences that I had in the UAE.  
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Carless & Douglas in Jones, Adams & Ellis (2013, p. 292) on their journey to 
autoethnography discuss what they view to be four key phases in their history of 
autoethnography.  
1) an initially ill-defined sense of awareness that something was missing from the 
academic writings and communications we were studying and accessing; 
2) a significant exposure or encounter with autoethnography which signalled the 
possibility of a different way of working; 
3) the doing of autoethnography, with reference to some of the practical and 
ethical challenges that can arise: and  
4) navigating others’ responses to autoethnographic scholarship.  
 
This moving towards autoethnography resonated for me as I remembered my own 
sense of disconnection from many of the papers and texts that I had read relating to 
education and cross cultural contexts in the past. Any personal reflections on a 
person’s journey in education and in other areas had always given me a joy that I 
didn’t feel from more formal scientific writing. This was also my journey through 
autoethnography. I wonder if this was the history for others too as they came to 
experience the process of autoethnographic research. 
 
A brief history of autoethnography 
How does one write a history of autoethnography and do justice to the many people 
who have written about their personal experiences? These personal contexts reach far 
beyond what has been published and what has been recognised academically. The 
history of autoethnography as a methodology can only be constructed from the 
present perspective to account for the practice today.  
 
What I choose to focus on in the researchers that I have selected to quote could make 
this history different to the history told by others. In fact, as I read others who have 
written on this history, many have chosen to focus on different areas of interest. To 
say this is my history of autoethnography fits better with the core premises of 
autoethnography.  
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The history of anything does not exist – it is instead an illusion, a fiction, or 
a fallacy because there can be no one definitive telling of any history or 
otherwise. History like any story is subject to amendment. A history like any 
other story depends on who is doing the telling. (Carless & Douglas, 2012, 
p.290).  
 
The term autoethnography has multiple meanings and these can vary in their 
emphasis on auto- (self), -ethno- (the sociocultural connection), and -graphy (the 
application of the research process) (Reed-Danahay, 2010). The term is commonly 
used to refer to both the method and the product of research and writing about 
personal lived experiences and their relationship to culture (Ellis, 2004; Ellis, Adams 
& Bochner, 2011). Autoethnography involves the ‘turning of the auto ethnographic 
gaze inwards on the self (auto), while maintaining the outward gaze of ethnography, 
looking at the larger context wherein self-experiences occur’ (Denzin, 1997, p.227). 
‘Autoethnographers research themselves in relation to others’ (Boylorn & Orbe, 2014, 
p.17). 
 
Autoethnography first appears in the 1970s in the works of American anthropologists; 
however, ‘the term was initially used in widely different ways, indicating that it had 
not yet been moored to any agreed-upon meaning within a scholarly discourse 
community’ (Gannon, 2016, p.2). Gannon references David Hayano’s 1979 
construction of the first comprehensive mapping of paradigms, problems and 
prospects of autoethnography in anthropology. 
 
The uptake and development of autoethnography as an explicitly defined method can 
be traced back to the late 1970s where a more sophisticated and complex 
understanding of the field researcher and his or her connection to the particular 
phenomenon stemmed from the post-Chicago School developments in 
phenomenology, ethnography and existential sociology (Adler & Adler, 1987).  
 
Douglas and Carless (2012) identify terms that have been used to describe 
autoethnographic approaches between the late 1970s and 2000 including Narratives 
of the self (Richardson, 2000a), Self stories (Denzin, 1989), Critical autobiography 
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(Church, 1994), Confessional tales (Van Maanen, 1988) and Autographic 
ethnography (Reed-Danahay, 1997).  
 
Bringing autoethnography to conventional research audiences within the field of 
education can be largely attributed to the work of Ellis and Bochner (1996) and 
Denzin and Lincoln (1994). According to Delamont (2007), the first edition of Denzin 
and Lincoln’s (1994) handbook on qualitative research had only one index entry for 
autoethnography, whereas the second edition (2000) contained 13 entries, including a 
chapter by Ellis and Bochner (2000), while the third edition (2005), consisted of 37 
entries, including a chapter by Jones, whereas the fourth edition (2011) contains a 
chapter by Spry (2011) and 33 entries with substantial detailing of autoethnographic 
work throughout these chapters. 
 
A brief history of qualitative research research has been provided by Denzin and 
Lincoln (2011) in their discussion of the methodological struggles of the 1970s and 
1980s, as the very existence of qualitative research was being challenged. Academics 
with experience in the more formal scientific approaches to research were suspicious 
of the very nature of qualitative research. They asked: Where was the specific data 
that related to a hypothesis? How could writing about one’s own experiences meet the 
needs of the preconceived requirements of research such as validity and reliability? 
These powerful conventions of scientific research would be rendered obsolete from 
the qualitative perspective of autoethnography. During the 1990s, ‘the literary 
impulse in autoethnography continues and it begins to appear as a research method 
with wide disciplinary scope’ (Gannon, 2016, p.3).  
 
Establishing acceptance of autoethnographic research in academia has not been 
smooth. As late as 2010 Denzin highlights the on-going opposition to 
autoethnographic research and qualitative research in general. His book is a call to 
arms for scholars to join the qualitative movement: ‘Our tent is big. There is room for 
everyone. Yet our international community of qualitative researchers is under attack 
from many different sides; from the evidence and science based research movements 
on the one hand, to postpositivists, mixed methods, and traditional qualitative 
researchers on the other side’ (2010, p.11). Researchers focusing on evidence-based 
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learning have stated that qualitative research makes little contribution to social issues 
and should not be funded by governments (Feuer, Towne & Shavelson, 2002).  
 
The open-ended nature of qualitative research has also attracted derision from 
scientific researchers. Autoethnographers draw upon multiple paradigms when 
discussing issues related to place, gender, indigenous, feminist, queer and critical 
theory and this creates complexity which cannot be reduced to simple conclusions.  
 
Ellis responds to the many demands made by others in relation to reliability and 
validity in research methodologies: 
To me validity means that our work seeks verisimilitude; it evokes in readers 
a feeling that the experience described is life like, believable, and possible. 
You might judge validity by whether it helps readers communicate with 
others different from themselves, or offers a way to improve the lives of 
participants and readers or even your own.  What about reliability ? Since we 
always create our personal narrative from a situated location, trying to make 
our present, imagined futures, and remembered past cohere, there’s no such 
thing as orthodox reliability in autoethnographic research (Ellis & Bochner, 
2000, p.751). 
 
The postpositivist nature of autoethnography can take us into unexpected and 
previously unknown territories. Qualitative research allows us to begin with a context 
and to discover new ways of knowing as we go through a process of becoming. This 
process is the antithesis of quantitative research that seeks firstly to identify an area of 
research to investigate, collect quantitative data and to confirm a hypothesis or make 
generalisations from the data collected.  
 
In discussions with one of her PhD students Ellis (2000) suggests that her student 
think of her writing as being closer to art than to science. It is not so much the facts 
that we want to find out about but conveying the meanings that we attach to the 
experiences that we are discussing can be of greater interest.  
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Autoethnography as a shared knowledge practice 
One of the strengths of autoethnography as a methodology is its ability to use every 
day, embodied and emplaced life experiences to invite the identification of the reader 
with the epistemological challenges being presented. By sharing another’s experience 
of encounter with a new way of being in the world, we are able to share their journey 
into new ways of knowing the world. 
 
For example, Adams (2011) writes about ‘coming out’ in everyday activities; he does 
so knowing that others in a similar situation will be interested in his comments in 
relation to their own experiences of coming out. In writing about his coming out as a 
homosexual male he provides a personal account embracing reflexivity that shows 
another way of doing research that helps to legitimise autoethnography as an 
important way of undertaking social research. He also critiques the conceptualisation 
of ‘coming out’ and asks questions that explore new ways of thinking about and 
understanding the framing of this experience.  
 
Mike Lucas (2012) uses autoethnography to tell his personal story of purchasing a 
house in Sweden and moving there from England for lengthy stays. He discusses the 
dilemmas that he finds in relation to the move and analyses his actions as he seeks to 
become part of the community in this small remote Swedish village. Through his 
personal writing he is able to comment on his relationship with place. ‘The physical 
and social (and the sensual and visual for that matter) experiences of a change of 
place has had a profound impact on my intellectual perspective, on my academic 
practice and on my identity’ (Lucas, 2012, p.9). 
 
In one of Lucas’ notebook entries he writes the following: 
I vividly remember the day we ‘moved in’. The early excitement of a new 
adventure – the buying of a holiday home – soon gave way to a curiosity about 
the strange isolated forest community and its annual festival, being held as we 
arrived. As the day wore on our adrenalin levels declined, and anxiety set in as 
we realised the extent of the commitment we had taken on. Very little sleep was 
obtained that first night. It was hot in the stuffy dusty little summer house and 
too many doubts crept around our minds (Lucas, 2012, p.2). 
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When I read this passage, I recognise that sense of apprehension in my own body. I 
too have lived those sleepless nights in a hot room that smelt of the neighbours’ 
cooking, with my air conditioner fighting to cool the air. Like Lucas, I found that my 
initial focus, which was directed towards understanding an external community that 
was foreign to me as a stranger in a new place, quickly shifted into more personally 
exploratory literature related to place relationship and identity. I became the object of 
my own study. 
 
Reading the journal entries and memories of others engaged in autoethnographic 
research reinforces, for me, the powerful and revealing nature of this methodology. It 
gives authority to self-exploration through writing in different ways about different 
events. Through our encounters with new experiences or with old experiences seen 
through new eyes and added confidence, we are able to document the dynamic nature 
of qualitative research.  
 
Story telling from memory work 
Memory-work as a research method was developed by Frigga Haug with a group of 
German feminists in the late 1980s. Ideally this memory work was conducted in 
group settings and was an innovative technique used to explore the ways in which 
women become sexualised in contemporary societies, with the aim of ‘unravelling 
processes of gender socialization’ (Haug, 1992, p.13). 
 
I came into contact with this method in the research room in the Faculty of Education 
at the Gippsland Campus of Monash University in 2007 with a group of five or six 
other women when our supervisor introduced us to the concept of collective 
biography. She asked us all to think back to our earliest memories of water. We each 
wrote for a few minutes and then we shared our early memories. I thought for a few 
minutes and then knew exactly the story that I would share. 
I would have been 5 or 6 years old and it was summer on the farm at Yinnar 
South in Victoria. We had several aunties staying and we all walked down to 
the creek that formed the boundary of our farm in the hot summer sun. The 
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creek wasn’t deep and it rippled and bubbled over the pebbles and rocks. 
There was mottled light as the sun shone through the willow trees that 
overhung the water. There was lots of laughter as my mother always seemed 
to be laughing when her cousins were around, they were all women of around 
her age. Several had small children in their arms. I remember the cold water 
on my feet and legs and the feel of the smooth rocks under my feet. The rocks 
wobbled when I walked on them so I sat down in the shallow water. Mum had 
made me some blue and white checked cotton bathers that billowed at the hips 
when they filled with water. The weight of the water trapped in my bathers 
gently dragged me back down every time I stood up. Mum had a new sun hat 
on and the others were all laughing with her. The hat was huge and came 
straight out about a foot from the tight rim. It had wire in it to hold it out. 
Everybody was laughing at the funny hat and so was my mother. They were all 
talking about their bodies and the dimples on their legs and hips. One of my 
aunties had colossal breasts and they were all laughing about how they were 
billowing out the side of her bathers. I think I thought this was a bit naughty 
but everybody was laughing so I thought it must have been ok (Memory 
workshop, 2007). 
 
I went back to that creek recently and the willow trees had all been removed and 
the creek was nearly dry and quite muddy on the edges. I don’t remember any 
mud from my days in that creek. Why is it this moment on one sunny summer 
day that I remember? Is it the embodied nature of the heat and the cool water 
and rocks that I remember well? Or is it the feeling of freedom and agency of 
the laughing women that prompts me to remember this happy time? This 
memory was different to the one of Mum and her friends cooking, mucking out 
the cowshed, cleaning and caring for the children. On this day they had the 
freedom to feel joy in the company of others and to experience the bond that 
allowed them to laugh and joke about their bodies.  
 
As I write this I wonder how much of this is memory and how much is linked to 
my recall from two photos that were taken on that day. One photo showed us all 
standing in the water laughing. Mum is wearing the big hat. Some of the women 
are leaning forward and others are splashing the water onto their legs. The 
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second photo shows us all sitting or kneeling on a rug by the creek and it looks 
like we have just had a picnic lunch.  
 
Is it a memory or a photo that has prompted me to recreate the past in the details of 
this story? The discontinuity between what has been remembered, imagined or 
recovered from a photograph has led to a re-creation of the past rather than being 
concerned about a need to find an embodied memory. I wonder about the influence of 
embodied memories of happy times that I had in the UAE. There are many things that 
I have forgotten but am reminded of as I search for photos to use in this thesis.  
 
The joint memories that we shared around that table at the university helped us to 
reconstruct a history of experiences based on our perceptions of a past event. We 
presented them according to our interests and our preconceived notions of the social 
conventions surrounding our childhoods. While I could not conduct a memory work 
group to share memories from the UAE I felt that in one way reading the work of 
others in the contact zone assisted me in recreating memories that had relevance to 
me. Their work assisted me in identifying memories that were autoethnographic in 
their reflexivity. Once I began to write more autoethnographically, I was able to recall 
minor details of the embodied nature of my responses to the heat, to the smells and 
sounds around me.  
 
Using the memories of my childhood, my life as a teacher and my time in the UAE I 
know that some of these narratives are unstable and blurred. As my memories begin 
to blur I wonder how much I have romanticised the positive events and perhaps have 
softened some of the negative experiences from the UAE. Time has played a part in 
the muting of my initial feelings. Some of the memories that I have of the UAE were 
not written at the time as I had not thought that they were significant. Since returning 
to Australia and reading more I now see that the significance of some of the memories 
has strengthened based on the theories and readings that have reshaped my thinking. 
How did that memory relate to my connection with place? What did this memory 
clarify for me about my role as a Western woman in a Middle Eastern country? The 
stories that I tell in this thesis all highlight the practical nature of the conflict of ideas 
in the contact zone in a unique place.  
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Some of my memories have disrupted the way that I think about myself. The 
vulnerable moments when I thought I had negotiated the place that I was living in to 
find that I did not have the ability to step back from making judgements about others 
or the procedures that I was fighting in a new place. My memories have also been 
impacted by the social context and by the social relationships that I have maintained 
with people in the UAE since my departure.  
 
I felt that my memories were central to my writing and I wanted to start by reflecting 
on my emotions at the time. I was interested in whether memories became distorted 
over time. Do memories change as we distance ourselves from the context that was 
the original setting for the experiences that created these recollections? Do our 
perceptions of events change over time as we reflect, and subtle changes in our 
reactions then soften our responses? Does reading the work of others legitimise my 
responses to my experiences in a new country? How do my memories as a Western 
woman impact on how I experienced living in this new place? If my past experiences, 
observations and dilemmas were to be discussed I would need to read more about 
using memories as a form of research. It seemed that the more I read on memory work 
the more questions that I had about the process. 
 
Through reading I was able to gain some clarification of the multiple roles and 
complex nature of memories. For Haug, memory could be used as a tool of political 
analysis and increased understanding about how the scripts of particular agendas enter 
our lives. 
Memory involves analysing the workings of oppressive forces and looking 
at experiences to reveal the ways in which individuals instruct themselves 
into existing structures, and are thereby themselves formed; the way in 
which they reconstruct social structures; the points at which change is 
possible, the points where our chains chafe most, the points where 
accommodations have to be made (Haug, 1992, p.41). 
 
As I began to grapple with the more complex nature of memory work and moved 
away from a binary positivist view of memories as being either reliable or unreliable, 
true or false, I could see how they could be used to capture the context of a situation 
while embracing the uncertainty of the minutiae of each experience. 
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The nature of memories is unstable and uncertain:  
In Memory Work, the process of producing an image, or what we could call 
the production of the imaginary, is central. Key in the analysis of remembered 
history are contradictions. In turn, these are a methodological tool that must 
permeate and complicate the linear search for truth ‘as it actually happened’ 
(Haug, 2008, p.538). 
 
The result is thus not rectifying or establishing the correct image; neither is it advice 
on how to get to the correct perspective or how far removed one is from it.  
 
In each journal entry I tried to capture the essence of my experience and write it with 
honesty in relation to how I saw it. As I read more I came to realise that writing in this 
way I would be disrupting ‘the academic imperialism of absent, omnipotent, white, 
male voices as scholarship but also forc[ing] identity onto the body by saying that 
“this” story has to be told by “this” person’ (Pathak, 2010, n.p.). While my memories 
were lived by me, they are not all ‘unique’ or ‘mine’ as some also involve an ‘other’. 
As an autoethnographer, I can make some meaning from my complex and layered 
memories by linking with the writing and experiences of others. These memories can 
be discussed through a reflexive approach and read in relation to early thoughts and 
those learnings that altered as a result of experiences and new experiences. 
Sometimes, at the point of writing a journal entry I had a sense that my experiences 
were unique while realising they had the potential to disrupt who I was.  
 
Others also discuss the use of memories in research. At any point in time, reflection 
on what has happened before is a memory. What seems common to memories is that 
their nature changes over time and can change each time they are revisited (Farrar, 
2001). Of course some memories are more significant than others. Activities that 
stand apart as unusual or that produce an emotional response are more likely to be 
remembered and used in research for a particular purpose. Memories are characterised 
by contradictions and silences as the past-self engages with the present-self. 
Memories are an ‘empirical element’ of research, and claim ‘the right to use 
experience as a basis of knowledge’ (Haug, 1992, p.35). 
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In using my memories, I hope to present an image of a specific time and place. My 
memories allow me to reconstruct self in its fragile and changing form. I don’t seek to 
examine the distance between the authenticity of a memory and an actual event as all 
my experiences are now memories. In this process what might be called truth 
changes. I am interested in the truth in relation to the creation of images formed from 
my memories and recognise that this truth is always a process of approximation. On 
many occasions, as autoethnographers we grapple with the issue of memory and how 
to contextualise or re-contextualise people and events from a previous time. This is 
more complex than the notions of remembering empirical facts, because it includes 
the many issues of representations, interpretation and perspective (Altheide & 
Johnson, 2011). 
 
My memories permeate every chapter of this thesis as the journal experiences did not 
occur in isolation. Some of my memories seem stronger now than on my initial return 
to Australia, due to the reading that I have done more recently in autoethnography and 
memory work. Locating some of my experiences in relation to the experiences of 
others has allowed some of my memories to resonate with more depth due to the 
commonality of the themes that have emerged. My journal entries differ from some of 
my later memories and discussions but in a way they are all memories and all my own 
interpretations and perspectives of events. Some were written the day after the event 
and some were written weeks after as I noted down a particular incident that was 
triggered by another event. 
 
According to Haug, a feminist engagement in memory work ‘involves the study of the 
structures, the relations within which women live and the ways in which they gain a 
grip on them’ (Haug, 1992, p.33). The notion that I can use these memories and 
experiences as a construction of my own knowledge forms one of the focus areas of 
this research methodology. Since my return to Australia I have used my reading of the 
work of other women writers as my shared group for reflection. Their work in 
intercultural settings has allowed me to view some common experiences more clearly 
while also considering the uniqueness of my place memories.  
 
Bochner (2007) also discusses the issue of memory in research when he states ‘I want 
to be faithful to the past, but what I remember of my history is anchored by what 
41 
 
summons me now to remember, and my memory is, in part, a response to what 
inspired my recollections’ (p.198, emphasis in original). As almost 8 years have 
elapsed since I returned from the UAE I need to engage in constant critical reflection 
of self to explain why I have chosen a specific memory, what summons me to 
remember it now and how my understanding of events may have changed due to time 
and the ability to reflect from a distance. From my reading since returning to Australia 
I can see more clearly the context in which I created these memories. But it is the 
interrogation of the self rather than the actual program that I worked in that is being 
investigated in this thesis as it is the self through which the critical is embodied, 
understood and analysed. 
A working concept of contact zone 
Literary scholar Mary Louise Pratt (1992) cites early indigenous examples of what 
she calls autoethnography – in which subjugated peoples produced their own 
ethnographies - as a postcolonial strategy – one of the literate arts of the contact zone. 
I use Pratt’s notion of the contact zone in relation to working in different cultures in 
educational settings and her anticipation of the ways that research would expand into 
different forms of representation in this area in order to reflect its complexity and 
richness. 
We are looking for the pedagogical arts of the contact zone. These will 
include, we are sure, exercises in storytelling and in identifying with the 
ideas, interests, histories, and attitudes of others; experiments in 
transculturation and collaborative work and in the arts of critique, parody, 
and comparison (including unseemly comparisons between elite and 
vernacular cultural forms); the redemption of the oral; ways for people to 
engage with suppressed aspects of history (including their own histories), 
ways to move into and out of rhetorics of authenticity; ground rules for 
communication across lines of difference and hierarchy that go beyond 
politeness but maintain mutual respect; a systematic approach to the all-
important concept of cultural mediation (Pratt, 1999, p.2). 
Pratt (1999) uses the term contact zone to refer to social spaces where cultures meet, 
clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations 
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of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in 
many parts of the world today. Pratt sees a way forward when working in a cross 
cultural setting.  
Using the term ‘contact zone’ gave me a framework in which to view the differences 
that I had observed in my teaching career over the past 40 years. Each day was a 
negotiation of my own way of knowing with that of the people I worked with when I 
was viewed as an ‘other’ in a place that was not my home. These extended times in 
the contact zone prompted me to listen in new ways. I was constantly reminded that I 
needed to listen with respect, to withhold judgement and to allow myself to flow with 
the ideas and events that surrounded me. 
Pratt (1999) provides a history of autoethnography in the contact zone as a way 
for marginalised groups to engage with the suppressed aspects of 
representations in history. She situates autoethnography as a postcolonial 
strategy that allows for communication across lines of difference and hierarchy 
in the contact zone. 
 
When non-Muslims are working in Muslim cultures the contact zone should be 
understood as a zone of contact rather than a distinct line of confrontation (Apostolov, 
2004). This frontier is a mental construction, imagined by people in their search for 
social order, and individual and collective security. In this thesis I do not refer to the 
contact zone as a line of confrontation. For me it was the point of contact, that shared 
space where we met and worked together. This shared space was often tense or silent 
and at other times it was one of negotiated relationships. 
Positioning, power and autoethnography 
In the practice of autoethnography in this study I will attempt to open up the 
complexities of my reactions to gender, race, culture, power and poverty in those I 
came in contact with during my time in the United Arab Emirates. I want the reader to 
feel the moral dilemmas, the frustrations and the achievements that I felt while 
participating in the daily lives of the Muslim women I worked with. This narrative 
will be the start of a long story that will link experiences and theory in an attempt to 
make personal meaning from events that I saw and from those in which I participated. 
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As a cross cultural researcher I am very aware of my own positioning in the narrative. 
The stories ethnographers create ‘are as much a reflection of their own cultural 
positioning as they are descriptions of the positioning of others’ (Roth, 2005, p.14).  
These reflective stories allow the reader to share my vulnerabilities and frustrations as 
I come to understand my role and the associated limitations while working at this 
school in Al Ain. As a principal with 15 years’ experience in state schools in Victoria, 
in Australia, I had become accustomed to the authority that this leadership position 
held. Policies were outlined and procedures were usually straight forward. In my new 
role as Management Advisor in this middle school the procedures a principal would 
use in Australia were not in place and most of these would not apply in this new 
setting. In attempting to represent this experience, I had to continually ask myself: 
Was I doing the right thing? What is the right thing? As Ellis (2016, p.230) states: 
‘The self-questioning autoethnography demands is extremely difficult’.  
 
Autoethnographers are called on to address questions of legitimation when sceptics 
ask: ‘To what kind of truth do these stories aspire? Given the distortions of memory 
and the mediation of language, narrative is always a story about the past and not the 
past itself’ (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p.750). Others (Shotter, 1987; Atkinson, 1997) 
suggest that the use of narrative approaches can produce overly romantic 
constructions of self, which do not constitute social science. Is this the case if the 
researcher becomes the story teller rather than the story analyst? If the writing 
becomes more therapeutic than analytical and reflexive, does this define how the 
narrative should be viewed? Some of Ellis’s own writing on grief in relation to her 
brother and her mother (1995) seems to be a blend of analytical and therapeutic. They 
are evocative stories that create a reaction in the reader. Do they need to be analytical 
if they allow others to make meaning of their own grief? I like to think that my stories 
will provoke different personal reactions in different people.  
 
Ellis & Bochner (2000, p.746) ask, ‘Why must academics be conditioned to believe 
that a text is important only in the extent it moves beyond the merely personal? The 
question is whether we should express our vulnerability and subjectivity openly in the 
text or hide them behind social analyses.’ I chose to write as an autoethnographer who 
44 
 
shares her struggles and doubts while linking them to the work of others rather than to 
hide behind analysis based on social generalisations. 
 
In writing and exploring my stories, my research comes closer to creative than 
scientific methods. Many of my journal entries were written when my feelings were 
raw and intense; now that time has passed I can examine them from more of an 
emotional distance. I hope that what I have written here tells of my growing 
awareness that this is never simply a personal story but the ways that a self becomes 
other through the processing of the original experience: the recording, the writing, the 
memory work and the reflection. 
 
My writing here is grounded in the epistemological assumption that interpersonal and 
intercultural communication are two sides of the same coin and are best understood in 
that way. As a white rural Western middle-aged woman my ontological grounding is 
also multifaceted and layered as my sense of being and becoming continue to be 
reshaped and broadened. My varied cross-cultural experiences have enabled me to 
question the many entities and values that permeate the society that I live in and have 
allowed me to understand many of the points of view expressed by others. My 
experiences of injustice in Australia and overseas still cause me a level of anger about 
the limitations placed on the rights of others to learn, connect and contribute 
equitably. In Chapter 5 I extend my understanding of autoethnography as a 
methodology which can incorporate a critical perspective through the related 
methodologies of critical autoethnography (Tilley-Lubbs, 2014) and critical pedagogy 
of place (Gruenewald, 2003). 
 
The methodologies that have emerged during this thesis allow my autoethnographic 
approach to encompass my embodied experiences through written narratives and 
other forms of representation. These methodologies enable me to learn more about my 
responses to place, landscape and to the particular school reform program that I was 
involved in. This process of autoethnography has triggered a resocialisation process 
while I have sought to reflect on my own experiences and social contexts and the need 
to acknowledge my origins as a Westernised woman when discussing the cross 
cultural context that I worked in. 
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Autoethnography begins, Spry insists, with ‘body, in a place, and in a time’ (2011, 
p.500). She describes her own process as ‘I let myself fall apart. I let myself see the 
pieces. I let myself fall into the presence of absence’ (2011, p.504). Developing a 
‘performative disposition’ enables the text to enact disruption, dislocation, 
fragmentation and absence as a form of ‘critical agency’ that is intensely aware that it 
is inherently compromised and ‘never enough, never complete, never finished’ (2011, 
p.505). The ‘performative-I’ disposition is one in which ‘the body is the actor, agent 
and text at once’ and meaning emerges ‘through the negotiation of corporeal bodies in 
space and time’ (2011, p.507). 
 
Ellingson (2011) talks about autoethnography as ‘research, writing, story and 
method that connects the autobiographical to the cultural, social and political 
through the study of a culture or phenomenon of which one is part, integrated with 
relational and personal experiences’ (p.599). The intellectual journey she advocates 
is one through the ‘vast middle spaces’ between art and science, between rational 
analysis and emotional evocation. This methodology allowed me to maintain contact 
with some of the cultural insights which my experience of alienation elicited, while 
at the same time to explore the emotional fields of my own identity formation as a 
researcher.  
 
Linking my stories through autoethnography permits me to use my writing in both a 
theoretical and a practical manner to examine context and epistemological 
assumptions. My emergence as a researcher and as a writer shows my struggles as a 
woman in an intercultural setting while my stories are an embodiment of the events 
and issues that I experienced. In this thesis my personal stories focus on the common 
theme of my experiences, memories and thoughts in the UAE. These stories, 
however, are not just about representations of self but present my curiosities and my 
desire to want to learn and understand new events. Not all of my stories and 
experiences can be shared in this thesis but they do represent the multiple narratives 
that made up my life in the UAE.  
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Postscript  
I feel the disconnection again as I look around me. I go to the supermarket to 
restock my fridge after my break at home. I empty my wallet of one currency and 
replace it with another. I look around at the supermarket. I am always the odd 
person out. I feel disconnected from this race, their religion, their customs and their 
past life experiences. 
I get through the days. My interactions seem brief and hollow. The smile at the shop 
feels alien. I look at the other people and wonder what they are thinking. I walk past 
people who look away. Some ignore me and others seem to stare. I wonder what 
they are seeing. Will I cope being the impassive one who also looks away? 
I force myself to do all the daily tasks. I go to the shop, buy food, go to work, wash 
the clothes, clean the apartment but who do I connect with on a personal level? 
Nobody here knows me or what I have done in my life or my past experiences. I feel 
that my experiences would mean little to others so I retreat for a while but I know 
this won’t last for long as I enjoy the company of others. I seek out other expats to 
chat to but these sessions seem to turn into story telling episodes where people try to 
outdo each other. Who can tell the more interesting, funny or exciting story seems to 
be the theme at some of these gatherings. Is there anything I will not plaster a fake 
smile on for? Is there any of this that I really want to do? How do other people get 
up in the morning and wander through the day with that blank look on their faces 
that I see in the streets?  
How do I find the ‘me’ that can comfortably go to work and meet with others 
without the need to impress? How do I sleep when I am trying to work all this out. 
My jaw is locked and I make a conscious effort to relax it. 
I wake up and take little notice of the day. I have a cup of tea and a piece of toast. I 
go to work and go through the motions but my interactions and intentions feel false. 
Why am I here trying to help the staff when some of them don’t want us there? I try 
to lose myself in activities at school that may be of some use but at the end of the day 
what have I done with it? I try to take pleasure from the small things; the little table 
with the decorative plate on it that I bought; the new plant I placed on a stand in the 
corner and the nice cups I bought to drink my favourite tea from. 
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The pleasure of a meal and drinks with friends who know how to laugh at 
themselves, who don’t compete and who like me for my friendship provide a 
balance. I have a laugh but I still lie awake at night thinking about what is 
happening at home. I miss the walks in the bush and on the beach with Chris. I miss 
talking with the boys and I miss patting Buster the dog. Chris’ funny SMS messages 
help and I chat to the boys on Messenger.  
I push a trolley through the shopping mall, balancing a bucket on top of a 
microwave. I look at the shelves as I pass all the locals in their black or their white 
clothes. Will I ever feel a connection with these people who look away as I look 
away? (Journal, 15 January 2008). 
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Chapter 3: 
Becoming 
 
My childhood book referencing system 
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Introduction 
I remember hiding in the haystack as a small child. Somebody in the family, I can’t 
remember who, had made me cross and I was leaving home. I packed my tiny 
school case with one jumper and lots of books. I think I also took a banana. I was 
only about eight or nine years old and the idea of leaving home without books 
would never have entered my thoughts. I was leaving home to read, where nobody 
would interrupt me or ask me to do anything. I remember the prickling on my legs 
from the hay. I had little red spots where it itched. I lay back on a bale and felt the 
hay through my shirt. I read for hours and could hear people calling my name. 
They’d never find me here at the top of the hay stack (Memory of childhood, 
written Winter 2007). 
 
This chapter explores the trajectory of my journey from a young school learner, 
beginning teacher, teacher in cross cultural settings to primary school principal back 
in the region of my birth. My experiences as a beginning teacher in a one-teacher 
school, working with Lebanese children new to the country in the Western suburbs of 
Sydney and my work with Aboriginal secondary students in the far north of Western 
Australia all shaped me in becoming the principal that I became. My role at the 
Aboriginal Student Centre at Charles Sturt University in NSW and my classroom 
teaching back in Melbourne provided further insights in education that I valued and 
utilised as a principal. In my final few years as an experienced principal I was placed 
in several leadership roles in which I mentored new principals and led the local 
principals’ forum in the Latrobe Valley. The knowledge and skills that I had gained 
led me to be selected to work with the principal and staff in this school improvement 
program in the UAE. 
 
My gradual awareness of social justice issues and their impact on my beliefs allowed 
me to construct myself as a particular kind of teacher and principal. Place will also be 
discussed as I tell these stories of my journey of moving from place to place and the 
connections that I made. This journey tells of a female space using a female voice 
within a number of different social contexts.  
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Becoming reader 
As a child I had loved reading stories from a young age. I read at the table during 
meals, in the car on family outings and in bed at night. I often hid in a cypress tree 
that was in the paddock next to our house on the dairy farm where I spent my 1950s 
childhood. I could read there without being asked to do the dishes, peel the vegetables 
or get the cows in. It also gave me a clear view of the driveway in case we had 
visitors. Then I would be down the tree and running to greet them, often passing my 
father who would be heading in the other direction down the paddock to avoid them. 
The visitors were usually Mum’s friends and that meant lots of cakes, tea and stories. 
But these social moments were only a break from my involvement in an engrossing 
adventure in the current book I was reading. 
 
The formal education system that a child will enter today is different in many ways 
from the system I entered in the late 1950s at a small rural school in Gippsland and 
poles apart from the five years of schooling that my father received in the early 1920s 
prior to working on the family farm. My father’s tales of a violent teacher wielding a 
strap and the need to sit in silence, except when chanting the times tables, were 
similar to some of my own primary school experiences. My mother remembered 
being forced to stand at the front of the classroom in her early teenage years with her 
arms outstretched while they ached with pain as a punishment for bringing a book to 
school that was regarded as not consistent with the views of the Catholic boarding 
school that she had been sent to.  
 
By the time I was around ten years of age I had so many story books I began calling 
them my library. I remember taking my new paint set, during one long Christmas 
break, and cataloguing all my books. The first three letters of the author’s surname 
with a mysterious numerical system that I had created for my own use. They could 
then be placed in order on my book shelf. I still have some of these books with this 
special code on the spines or inside the covers. Many of these books told stories of 
faraway places; people and their adventures in other lands. 
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Finishing an exciting book was always a sadness for me. I would be wrenched away 
from the characters and the places that I had travelled to. As I continued to read and to 
borrow books from the school library the idea began to take shape, in my naïve school 
girl thinking, that I could become a writer and tell stories that would excite and 
engross others. I knew what that space felt like and I wanted others to share that space 
as well. My brothers didn’t share this love of reading, my father only read The Weekly 
Times and my mother read magazines and cut out recipes to share with her friends. 
She made things instead of reading: clothes, cakes and crocheted table cloths. Dad 
didn’t need to read books; he had stories of his own through his memories of the 
olden days. In the right mood he could go on for hours about humorous and tragic 
things that had happened in his life. When he read The Weekly Times his lips moved. 
As kids we thought this was funny. He had come to reading later in life as he had to 
work on the family farm as a child. Mum did all the book work on the farm, paid all 
the bills and wrote all the letters. She had secret books, though, that she read. I 
remember one of her friends gave her a book once that had been banned. She took it 
to the beach when we went on a camping holiday and she kept hiding it whenever she 
wasn’t reading it. I only remember her reading romance novels, as she called them, 
and these were usually hidden from sight. These books would not even be M rated 
movies in today’s world. She delighted in telling her friends on the phone that she 
was reading something that had been forbidden. I think she enjoyed the feeling that 
she was breaking some kind of rule and that she had the personal power to do that. I 
am a lot like my mother. 
 
Just before I turned nine years old we moved from our small farm (100 acres) in 
Yinnar South on the southern edge of the Latrobe Valley to a larger farm in South 
Gippsland. My first year at the new school in Grade 4 must have been fine as I have 
little memory of that time at all. My second year in this new school when I was in 
Grade 5 holds many troubling memories for me. The male teacher intimidated some 
of the girls in the class. He sat two or three of us at the back of the room and I have 
strong memories of being ridiculed and hit: 
‘You can’t spell.’ Whack. ‘You made a mistake in your maths.’ Whack.  
‘You can’t possibly have read all those books that you’ve listed on your library card 
because you still can’t spell.’ Whack. 
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‘I’m sending you to the principal because you must be telling lies.’ 
I read every chance I had and had written the names of all these books on my library 
card. 
‘You are lying; you can’t have read all of those books.’ 
‘I’m not lying, I’ve read them all.’ 
‘Tell me you are lying or I will strap you.’ 
‘I’m not lying.’ 
Whack. 
 
I began to vomit on the bus on the way to school, every day. I hated school but my 
parents wouldn’t let me stay at home. I spent the first hour or so every day in the 
shelter shed, leaning over the bin.  
 
‘There is something wrong with your daughter, she isn’t learning. Don’t expect too 
much from her, she will make a good shop assistant,’ from my grade five teacher. 
Grade 6 and a new teacher at the school; the chance for a new identity for me. ‘Stand 
up Nerissa Moore. You are the most improved student during the first half of this 
year.’ I remember the warmth and glow that I felt as I stood and received a round of 
applause from my peers. I remember the kind young male teacher and warm open 
fireplace in that large classroom.  
 
As I remember that year of abuse, it is the humiliation and anger that comes back to 
me physically and emotionally. I have carried that embodied memory with me, which 
later translated into a strong sense of equity and justice. I could feel the humiliation 
and hurt that perhaps others felt too. These feelings carried with me as I worked with 
marginalised students in a number of social contexts. These feelings of injustice 
surfaced strongly in the UAE when I witnessed the subjugation of migrant workers 
across the country. 
 
Becoming teacher 
I had always wanted to be a teacher. I remember when I was in Grade 6 looking back 
on the traumatic year that I had had in Grade 5. I knew then that I did not want other 
children to experience what I had. In my childhood thinking I formed the desire to be 
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the kind of teacher who would encourage and support children rather than demean 
and abuse them. My growing self-awareness and thoughts about schooling centred on 
the need for children to feel safe, comfortable and acknowledged if they were to grow 
and develop as learners.  
 
My final year at primary school and my years in secondary school were positive ones. 
I set off walking to school each day looking forward to meeting up with friends and 
playing sport at lunchtime. I excelled at sport which helped me to gain confidence and 
to overcome my shyness. I loved the feeling of running around the oval at high 
school. I seemed to be able to glide across the ground and could find my rhythm 
quickly when running. I was better at long distances and somewhere inside I had a 
quiet determination to win.  
 
My mother died four days after I started Teachers’ College, just after I turned 18. The 
nurses at the hospital told me that she had hung on until I was settled. I was the first 
one in the family to complete high school and then to progress to tertiary education. 
She was proud and relieved that I would have a profession and reliable employment 
as she had known for some time that she had breast cancer and was dying. As her 
only daughter I would have a conventional job that she felt was responsible and 
respected. My mother is often present in my thoughts and has been an influence in my 
persistence to succeed and to take on new challenges. She made a deliberate effort as 
a mother to provide a space that reinforced for me that I could do anything that I set 
my mind to. I still have the feeling that she is out there now somewhere rearranging 
the deckchairs so that things go well for me. It is difficult to write about but I feel that 
having to be so independent at an early age has made me who I am today, but there is 
always a part of me that I hold back.  
 
My first year of teaching was in a one teacher school in Gippsland. I had returned to 
the region of my birth. I hadn’t wanted to stay in Melbourne, I felt confined in the 
city. I needed open spaces where I could see into the distance. I wanted to live back in 
the country with space and trees around me. The only classroom at the school was 
erected in the middle of a paddock at Neerim North, about 90 minutes’ drive east of 
Melbourne, in the foothills less than an hour’s drive to the snow fields at Mount Baw 
Baw. The school playground was surrounded by farm land. I had twelve students 
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ranging in ages from 5 to 13. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to be a teacher or that I 
knew what to do. That winter was bitterly cold and I remember the water freezing in 
the pipes supplying water to the bubble taps. I knew to pour warm water from the 
kettle on the pipes so that the children could have water. Hot water would crack the 
pipes. I always made sure I had a kettle full of water ready to go every morning. 
 
There were a small number of rather dusty old curriculum documents on a shelf in the 
classroom that I was expected to use in order to plan the content to be covered with 
each year level during the course of the school year. The District Inspector visited the 
school once every year to stay for a day and to check that the curriculum planning 
showed that I was covering all subjects from Music and Art to Sport, History, 
Geography and of course English and Maths. Personal hygiene and dental care were 
included; he also checked to see that I was keeping the children’s toilets clean and 
that the window sills and floors of the classroom were free of dust. The inspector’s 
annual visit was a noteworthy day with the two Grade 6 students enjoying their role 
on look-out duty to herald his approach. The inspector provided little verbal feedback 
and asked few questions as his role was to leave one brief paragraph commenting on 
the state of the buildings and the behaviour of the children in my care. This man in his 
dark suit sat at the back of the room and his silent authority suppressed our usual 
chatting and incidental discussion as the children worked. The tension in the room 
was a strain for me and for the children. We all let out a huge sigh of relief when he 
left.  
 
After this first year of teaching I married and moved to Sydney as my husband had 
gained work there. I taught for three years in a primary school in a middle class 
suburb in the Sutherland Shire. I often rode my motor bike to school and the kids 
thought that was cool. I still didn’t see myself as an authoritarian teacher as I settled 
into my role at this rather conservative school setting. I didn’t like playing the 
enforcer role that was expected of me at this school. We were told to keep the 
children under control and to have strict punishments for lack of manners or effort. 
The Grade 1 class I had in my last year there had many very keen and talented 
children, but we were only allowed to use one set reader each term and the children 
had to be able to read it and do comprehension questions on it for the whole term. 
When I suggested to the Grade 2 teacher that I might move most of the children onto 
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some of the Grade 2 books I was shouted at and told that under no circumstances 
would I be able to do this. ‘What readers will I teach them next year if you use them 
now?’ was her response. I collected more books from the meagre library. 
Western suburbs, Sydney 
I applied for a transfer at the end of my third year at the school and asked to be placed 
in a more multicultural setting in the western suburbs of Sydney. I wanted to learn 
something about where these children came from and how they were coping living in 
Australia. Why had they come to Australia? Other teachers told me I was crazy: 
‘Nobody actually applies to teach in the western suburbs, Nerissa.’ I was appointed to 
Punchbowl Primary School in 1977 to teach a Grade 3 of mostly Lebanese children 
who were new arrivals to Sydney. Most of the children came from Beirut where they 
had seen horrific scenes of war. Many had lost one or both parents. Some spoke 
English and some were new arrivals. The principal told me that the four Grade three 
classes were streamed, with 3A being the brightest kids and my 3D kids being the 
‘slowies’. This ranking seemed to be linked more to their English speaking skills than 
anything else.  
 
At first I had no idea what these children had been through and I taught accordingly, 
somehow hoping they would all sit still and want to do school work. This didn’t last 
long and I quickly had to adjust my teaching to include a lot more singing, moving 
and making sessions. The children loved making things, talking about their families 
and they loved having music playing while we worked. It was easy to include lots of 
English in my teaching as the kids loved hearing stories and we wrote stories about 
the countries that they came from. Maths was not very successful as they would lose 
interest quickly and I would have a small riot to deal with. Money was of interest, 
adding it and counting it, plus counting games; I adapted Maths to include real life 
issues. At the end of the day as the children became more and more agitated, we just 
sang and played games. I learnt a lot from those children about what was important to 
them and what could be achieved and what couldn’t.  
 
I remember that I had a student teacher in my class from one of the universities in 
Sydney. She had to take a Maths lesson as the lecturer was coming to watch her teach. 
I suggested that she take a session on money. We had a large container of plastic 
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coins that looked a lot like the real thing. I was anxious for the student teacher as the 
class could be unpredictable and things could deteriorate quickly. The children came 
in from recess, some falling about the floor and others lolling in their seats. I settled 
them down and the student started to teach. One boy started to bang his ruler on the 
desk, then he jammed it in the lid of the desk, twanging the part that was sticking out 
each time he hit it with his hand. I quietly walked past and took the ruler. He leapt out 
of his seat and threw himself on the floor yelling just as one of the other boys put a 
two cent piece into his mouth and began to choke. I remember the look on the 
lecturer’s face, a mix of shock and sympathy. These were not a class of quiet, well 
behaved middle class children. They had experienced things that we would never 
know and their overt behaviour reflected that.  
 
It was a tough year and I began to question if I really wanted to be a teacher. Every 
day was exhausting as the children did not work or behave in a way that I was 
accustomed to. The children told me, in their broken English, about their dead parents 
or grandparents, aunts and uncles and some told me about living on the streets and 
having no food. They had lived something that I would never comprehend. I often felt 
that their lives were far too damaged and complex for me to be able to understand. I 
learned a little about what the Muslim parents wanted for their children and the things 
that they did not want their children to be part of. The language barrier stopped me 
from having lengthy discussions with most of the parents and often the children had 
to act as translators. 
 
The following year at the same school I was to share a group of 52 Grade Five 
students with another teacher. We had asked to work together in an open plan 
classroom setting. We had a standard classroom and a double classroom art area. 
Many of the children had become proficient in English and our class had children 
who also spoke Italian, Greek and Lebanese Arabic plus a handful of Australian born 
children. The children had contracts each week and could work at their own pace. 
This was the late 1970s and a child centred curriculum was beginning to come into 
favour. The children worked in groups and often negotiated what they would 
investigate. If a child was struggling they would have a one-on-one session with 
myself or the other teacher. There was little need for us to control the children or to 
take an authoritarian stance. We talked to the children a lot about respect. I look back 
57 
 
on this year with fondness as I had finally become the teacher that I wanted to be. 
There was no need to punish kids or to dictate exactly what they had to learn. It was a 
very social set up where children could wander about and chat while they worked. 
These children had learnt more English and they often shared their stories from 
Lebanon and their lives there during the war. They spoke in a very matter-of-fact way 
but I wondered about the effects of loss and conflict on these children. 
In the outback, Western Australia 
The following year I had a child and we moved with my husband’s job to Derby in 
the remote north of Western Australia. Chris was to work at the airport and I would 
stay home with our son. The town had close to 5,000 people in 1979. Over half of the 
population was Indigenous. It was hot and dry for half of the year and hot, wet and 
humid for the remainder. We had one air conditioner and that was in the bedroom. 
Louvres opened between our room and the baby’s room to help cool them both. 
Sometimes the linoleum in the living area of our government house was almost too 
hot to walk on. 
Derby is situated on mudflats and the jetty is a mile long in order to cope with the vast 
tidal flow. I loved the shape of the boab trees from my first sighting on the way to our 
new house from the airport. I was excited to see one on our nature strip outside our 
high-rise fibro house. The boab trees looked lush and full with their enormous bottle 
shaped trucks. I took photos of them from every angle in the morning and evening 
light over the first few weeks. 
 
We had only been in Derby for two days when the assistant principal of the local 
district high school knocked on my door at 8.00 in the morning. I was feeding our 
baby at the table and my husband had a day off. He had heard around town that I was 
a teacher and he asked if I would be able to teach for a week as one of the teachers 
had the ‘flu. I got changed while he chatted to my husband and he drove me straight 
to the school. I found out on the way that I would be teaching about a dozen 
Indigenous girls from missions and settlements out of town. The teacher who was ill 
was the typing teacher and the girls were all around 14 and 15 years of age. It seemed 
to be unimportant that I couldn’t type at all, in 1979, and was just told to keep the 
girls busy and to keep them in line. These girls would all return to live on remote 
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cattle stations and in small settlements where they would live a semi traditional 
lifestyle. Why are these girls learning typing?, I wondered. 
 
The country was harsh, hot and dry. The wet season was yet to commence and the red 
earth had long given up trying to sustain the growth of grass, except for the odd 
tussock of spinifex. By the time it began to rain in December it had been hot for so 
long that we stood out in the downpour as though we hadn’t seen rain for years. We 
stood there until our clothes and hair were dripping wet. It was hot and humid and we 
had missed the cycle of the seasons that we were accustomed to in the south. The 
school was about a kilometre from home and I recall being nervous but excited as the 
assistant principal took me to my first class. I knew very little of the lives of the girls 
who greeted me in that upstairs classroom. They called me Miss and asked me lots of 
questions about where I came from and if I was married. They wanted me to bring my 
baby to the classroom for a visit. I was 28 years old and it was the first time I had 
spoken to an Aboriginal person.  
 
I could see that what I was being asked to teach these girls would be of little interest 
or relevance to them and their current situations. During that first week I learnt a lot 
about the settlements that they came from, the hostel that they lived in during school 
terms and their families back home, who they missed. I asked so many questions that 
I often only received a shrug in response. I pulled back, not wanting to be that nosey 
white woman asking all those silly questions. There was a knack to getting these kids 
talking. Sometimes just the right question could have them telling me a host of 
interesting things, as long as I just sat and listened. Their stories about ‘women’s 
business’ were fascinating and I was told not to speak about them. They gave me a 
real insight into their lives and the restrictions that set their paths. They all spoke 
openly about not wanting to return to their missions and families if they had to marry 
one of their elderly distant relatives or clan members. One of their friends had run off 
with a boy her own age she had fallen in love with and everybody was out looking for 
her. ‘She will be in big trouble, Miss.’ 
 
The administration at the school must have liked the way I worked with the girls as 
the following year I was offered a four day a week contract to work with the teenagers 
in the Projects class for the full year. The Projects kids were the Noongar (Aboriginal 
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groups in the north of western Australian) teenagers who had had few school 
experiences in their settlements and missions but who now had to attend compulsory 
schooling until 16 years of age. There was a Projects cottage that had irons and 
washing machines and an oven as I was meant to teach the girls these domestic skills 
plus some basic literacy and numeracy. Most of the settlements and mission houses 
didn’t have power but nobody had thought of the pointlessness of teaching these girls 
to iron or use a washing machine or oven. I cringe as I write this as teaching these 
domestic skills and the attempted gentrification of these girls continued well into the 
80s in many schools around Australia. The girls were undergoing preparation to be 
housekeepers and ‘good wives’ and this was seen to be improving their position in 
Australian society at the cost of having to abandon their own more traditional 
practices.  
 
Although I had been employed to teach I did very little of what I was meant to do, but 
as long as I kept the classes in order nobody worried. I liked the remoteness of Derby 
and the harsh environment. I loved listening to the stories that the girls told me and 
we often went on walks so they could show me some of what they called their place. 
The boys in the Projects class went off with the male teacher who was in charge of 
their ‘education’. In my second year there the girls I was working with convinced me 
to take them for a full day walk out of town. It was mild as we were in the middle of 
the dry season. We planned our lunch and wrote a few lists of things to look for and 
we went shopping at the one supermarket in our small town. I told the girls that I 
would be in their hands for the day and that they needed to look after me and make 
sure that I got home safely. There was lots of laughing and giggling as we set off. I 
had no idea where they were going to take me and I just had to trust that they would 
bring me back. 
 
After lunch we sat talking on the flat dry ground a few kilometres out of town. There 
was no track and we had just seemed to walk in some unexplained general direction. I 
had asked the girls how they would survive here if they had no bottled water and no 
shop bought food. ‘Easy, Miss’. One of the girls picked up a stick and peeled back the 
end to make it sharp. She began to dig a narrow hole straight down into the earth. I 
kept quiet as they all talked. After a while the girl with the stick reached her arm 
down into the hole and scratched around for a bit then lifted out a large frog.  
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‘You squeeze him and he’s full of water. You get one cup full out of him’. She 
squeezed the frog and the water ran out onto the dusty ground.  
‘How did you know where to dig?’ I asked. 
‘We just know ‘cos we see some small round bits of dirt that the frog pushed out 
after the wet season. He fills himself with water and then goes down there till it rains 
again. You look Miss, you find one same.’ 
 
Apparently I was then expected to find another frog like they had. The girls giggled as 
we walked on; me with my head down searching the ground for some sign of 
disturbance to the surface dirt. We started to joke around and I began to make guesses 
as I couldn’t see what I was expected to see. Every time I pointed to a possible site 
they laughed and we walked on. In the end I admitted that I would die of thirst 
because I didn’t have the knowledge that they had. Without any malice I remember 
one of the girls saying, ‘You don’t belong out here, Miss, you die here.’ This story 
has stayed with me as I have told and retold it over the years. The girl was right. In a 
very physical sense I didn’t belong there. In a similar way they did not belong in the 
Projects class learning to iron and use a washing machine for their homes that had no 
electricity. 
 
The stories we shared and the activities that we did together helped me to negotiate 
the contact zone, but we still had very different realities. They asked me questions 
about my own life and family and they told me about theirs, but we used different 
language and had different things that we each needed to know about.  
 
My dilemma as a teacher was to find activities that might be of interest to these 
students, but in fact I knew so little of their lives that I had no idea what that might be. 
As I began to reflect on this place that I found myself in for two years and to look at 
the landscape around me, I realised that I had little to offer them. Their knowledge of 
the landscape was vastly more useful than mine. They had a pride in their town and 
talked about some of the landmarks and places of interest. Towards the end of the 
second year, after I felt I had learnt more than they had, I hit on an idea. I asked the 
students whether they would like to make a booklet for tourists that would show 
places of interest and landmarks around the town. The idea was well received and we 
began to plan and document some of the places that they thought tourists might want 
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to see and things that they could share with them. The Projects group had a panel van 
so, with eight kids in the back, we headed off around the town so that they could take 
photos of places of interest. We went out and about for over a week taking photos of 
the prison boab tree, plants, insects, the local camping ground and the swimming 
pool. We had the photos printed at the chemist and then began to write the text to 
describe each picture. We photocopied dozens of these tourist booklets and then took 
them all around town where they were placed on shop counters and in letter boxes.  
 
I often think about those kids who went back to their communities when they reached 
16 to be taught by their elders to catch and cook their own food. Some of these 
communities had a small shop by the 1980s and I was told that the food purchased 
there began to replace traditional methods in some communities. I took the panel van 
out to one of these settlements one day with a group of the teenage students. It was a 
ninety minute drive on a dirt road. The kids took me into the community and I sat 
with a group of the older people in the shade of one of their concrete government 
houses. I felt like an intruder. I was not accustomed to the long silences and had to 
force myself not to fill these spaces with small talk. This was their place and not 
mine. Language was a barrier although we did manage to share a few common words. 
I’m not sure why I felt that I should have had something to offer, but I had nothing.  
 
My memories of Derby are dominated by visions of the heat. It was blistering just 
before the rains came and this heat and humidity seemed to leach the energy from my 
body. Some days I needed to lie down in the cool of the bedroom after school to gain 
the energy to make dinner. The fan would spin and wobble above my head as I tried 
to rest. I would leave the air-conditioned bedroom and walk out across the hot floor in 
the kitchen. The cockroaches would dart across the floor; some of the cockroaches 
could fly. I remember screaming one morning as I put on a light dressing gown when 
a cockroach ran out of the sleeve and down my arm. It flew off as I waved my arms 
frantically.  
 
I was away from any family support with a young baby but we had made lots of 
friends from the school and the airport where my husband worked. We had to sit in 
the cyclone shelter in our back yard a few times as gale force winds and horizontal 
rains threatened to flood the town. This was always a bit of an adventure as we 
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usually turned the event into a party. We learnt you could fit six people and two 
eskies full of champagne and beer in a cyclone shelter and one small child with his 
food and toys. We were always excited and a little uncertain at the prospects of 
another cyclone alert and we would plot their progress on a map that we had for that 
purpose. We would sit at the kitchen table with the radio tuned to the ABC to get the 
next latitude and longitude reading for the centre of a cyclone that was heading our 
way.  
 
After I had been working at the school for two years Chris got a transfer to Perth. We 
found this city a bit tame after our adventures in the remote north of the state. Derby 
was real outback and it felt like a frontier town being situated 2,000km north of Perth. 
Perth was more roads, fancy houses and lots of shops. I taught music in a few schools 
until I had my second child. When the new baby was six weeks old we moved to 
Carnarvon, one thousand kilometres north of Perth, on the coast. I was approached to 
teach music on School-of-the-Air where I shared the airwaves one day a week with 
the pilots and the Bushmen who were out poisoning the dingoes and any truck drivers 
who chose to listen in to my teaching sessions on their long hauls into the desert 
inland. I sat in an office in the School-of-the Air building with three other teachers, 
with our students all on cattle stations around 400 km from our centre. Truck drivers 
and pilots would often cut in at the end of a session on the air and after the kids had 
said ‘catch you next week, Mrs Albon’ I would hear the same from a truck driver or 
two. It’s amazing what people will listen to when they are passing the time on a long 
haul. I had a romantic view of these families who lived in the remote outback. 
Somehow I thought their lives were more real. They had to work hard on the land to 
make a living. Many worked side by side with Aboriginal stockman or shearers. They 
experienced things that I would never get to be part of. I became friends with several 
of the women who were mothers of the children I taught. Often they listened in to the 
radio when I was taking the music sessions. Some learned to sing the songs that I 
taught. 
 
My second year in Carnarvon saw me working in an off campus teacher education 
program for Aboriginal Teacher Education students. Experience had shown that 
taking these Indigenous students to Perth had not worked. These mature age students 
would get home sick and would leave the course after a few months, so we brought 
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the course to them. I had 25 students and I took them for Music, Art and Primary 
Mathematics. There were two other lecturers who worked with these students as well. 
Most of these Noongar women became good friends and we would often move from 
house to house drinking tea and eating cakes after classes. I learnt a lot about bringing 
up kids from these women. Stroke their foreheads and gently run your fingers down 
between their eyes and they will settle and fall asleep. I often watched the women do 
this in my lounge room and the baby would go to sleep next to us on the couch. 
‘Don’t make a fuss about sleeping. If they want to sleep they will,’ they’d say.  
Aboriginal Student Centre, Charles Sturt University 
After two years in Carnarvon we moved to Bathurst in NSW where I was appointed 
as the Academic Co-ordinator of the Aboriginal Student Centre at Charles Sturt 
University (then Mitchell College). The centre had around 35 Indigenous students 
who were all enrolled in different courses at the campus. Most were in teacher 
education but there were a few in the communications degree and social work 
courses. The centre was created to allow the students to come together to meet and 
support each other. I worked with two Aboriginal staff members who had been at the 
centre for a short while. It was my job to assist the students with assignments and to 
prepare new students for university study. I was the only non-indigenous person in the 
centre. 
 
The students were shy with me at first but then I just seemed to become part of the 
place. The students said it was like I had always been there. We shared stories in 
common about growing up poor and how my dad couldn’t read when I was young. 
Their stories were also of racism and laws that restricted opportunities. Some of the 
students had been taken from their parents and given to white families who abused 
them, sexually and verbally or by working them hard all day. There were sad days 
when sometimes we sat and cried or the men shouted in anger about what had been 
done to them. Some left and went back to their communities but many stayed on to 
complete their courses, to go out and teach, to become social workers in their 
communities or to end up working on ABC radio.  
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I had a two-year contract at the Aboriginal Student Centre but the students and board 
of management asked me to remain for another year to mentor one of the past 
students into the role. I was happy to do this as I enjoyed my role there and had made 
close friendships with many of the students. Some baby-sat our kids and we paid 
them, some taught my older son to play pool at the student union after school and 
others were regulars at the pub with me on a Friday night. It was during these three 
years that I experienced relentless and irrational racism that I found difficult to 
understand. Every university function or meeting that I attended it seemed that 
administration and academic staff would go out of their way to make racist 
comments. This constant experience of being in a racist space was exhausting. I was 
only exposed to it by association but I wondered how the Aboriginal students coped 
with it all the time. 
 
I was often able to assist the teacher education students with their assignments and we 
would chat and proof read together. Taking a college car and heading off into western 
NSW to visit the students on placement in schools close to their homes was often an 
adventure. One year I took one of the Koori students with me so we could also visit 
some of the Koori women in their communities to talk to them about coming to the 
University. It seemed that when we had a place to visit we would get out the map in 
the morning and we would often choose the more remote and rough route to our 
destination. We took dirt roads that had no fences keeping the cattle and the cars 
separate. I was only driving very slowly through the herd of cows when one turned 
and headed back straight into the front of the car. We smashed the light and the 
surrounding dent was quite visible. The poor cow. We jumped out straight away to 
check if it was ok and up it jumped and trotted off. On our return to the university the 
following week my boss, the head of student services, asked how our trip had gone. 
‘Great! We only hit one cow.’ 
 
My journey to becoming a teacher has followed various paths. The cultural contact 
that I have had over the years has allowed me to negotiate unfamiliar terrains and has 
often raised questions for me about the role of education in our communities across 
Australia. I often questioned what I was doing and why I was doing it, as I moved 
from place to place. Through all of these experiences I have developed a lifelong 
passion for social justice in intercultural work. These spaces allowed me to learn and 
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to grow in intercultural contexts as a professional teacher and to come to understand 
that I was often driven by issues related to social justice.  
 
Becoming Principal 
With the idea of moving back closer to family after living away from Victoria for 
close to 15 years we returned to live in Melbourne. Chris went back to work at the 
airport and I returned to classroom teaching. I found it a challenge to return to 
working with children again after working with adults for the past few years. The first 
year was a struggle. A class of 26 Year 2/3 children who all had individual needs and 
all wanted my attention at the one time was a testing experience. For the following 
three years I was placed in a school closer to where we had purchased a house in a 
bayside suburb of Melbourne. For the first year there I taught Music and Visual Arts 
to all children across the school from Preps to Year 6. We created some great 
performances and made some odd creatures in the art room. 
 
The principal and one of the younger teachers from the school started to do their 
Masters Degrees at Monash University. That interested me and I enrolled there as 
well. I attended coursework classes from 4.30pm until 7.30pm once a week after a 
day of teaching. I learnt much from the readings and the stimulation of planning and 
discussing assignments with other students. I had completed the coursework units 
when we decided to move back to Gippsland where I had spent my childhood years. 
We bought a house on six acres just out of Churchill. We had found paradise; a big 
house on a bush block after so many years of living in small government housing and 
the tiny place we had purchased in Blackrock. I had gained a senior teaching position 
at a nearby school. I found a supervisor for my Masters thesis at the Churchill campus 
of Monash and proceeded to research and document the planning and implementation 
of a whole school behaviour management plan that the school was proposing. I linked 
the process with a change model and surveyed the teachers about their use of this new 
whole school program.  
 
My findings showed that almost half of the teachers at this large school had not liked 
the new program and were still using a more positive approach to behaviour 
management rather than the new very punitive model. Many of the teachers had 
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provided very comprehensive and thoughtful responses on the survey in relation to 
why they chose to use their own methods. The principal had asked me to provide my 
findings at a staff meeting. As all responses were anonymous I felt fine about 
providing the aggregated information which would confirm what the teachers had 
been objecting to. The principal had not been aware of the dissent amongst the ranks 
and was angry that he had spent money on professional development for staff and the 
planning of this whole school behaviour management plan when half of the staff were 
not following it. Demanding that everybody follow the one approach had been 
misguided.  
 
Towards the end of that year I began to apply for principal positions at nearby 
schools. I wanted to be able to influence how a school could be run and how staff and 
students could be valued. I had been observing leadership in schools for some time 
and thought I would find it challenging and interesting. I commenced the following 
school year as principal of Boolarra Primary School, a twenty minute drive from my 
home. The school, in this small rural town, had around 140 students and over the five 
years that I spent there the enrolments rose to 180 students. The staff members at the 
school were wonderful and the parents began to spend more time at the school 
assisting in classrooms, taking teaching sessions and caring for the grounds. The 
students came from the town and the local farms and were wonderful to work with. 
There was also a group of ‘interesting’ students who preferred to spend their time 
hiding up trees and riding off down the street than sitting in a classroom. Most days 
we were able to provide enough interesting activities and just enough structure to 
keep them out of the trees and inside the playground or classroom for them to be able 
to gain the knowledge and skills that would be required at secondary school.  
 
I stayed in each of the three schools that I was principal in for around 5 years. The 
final school was the most challenging as it was the largest and was in a low 
socioeconomic area. There were 450 students and 36 staff, counting office staff, 
integration staff and teachers. I experienced many education initiatives and reforms 
that came from the Department of Education during my time in these three schools. A 
few of the reforms stayed and are now common practice in schools in Victoria but 
many have gone. Some lasted a few years but were not sustainable once funding had 
been reduced or the schools did not see the benefit of the changes. As I visit student 
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teachers in schools now and talk to past principal colleagues I hear that the reform 
agenda is continuing with new policies and programs to be implemented at a 
disturbingly rapid rate. The continual constraints and monitoring of school 
performance played a role in my decision to move on and to make a change in 
relation to my role as an educator. 
 
I was employed at Monash University in January of 2007 and taught in the areas of 
literacy and the arts in the four year primary Bachelor of Education program. It was in 
September of that year that I received the email from the UAE inviting me to come 
and work in a school there. I was loving my work at Monash and appreciated working 
with adults again but I had always wanted to test myself by working overseas. The 
cultures and languages of other places still interested me. There were people and 
places that held secrets and celebrations that I wanted to find out about. The 
involvements that I had in cross cultural settings had influenced who I had become 
and I was keen to have more of these challenging experiences.  
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Introduction 
Not cool, not green 
The buzz and roar of cars 
Heat and shimmering shapes 
Hidden faces and shuffling feet 
A camel in a car boot 
Eyes staring as I shop 
 
Shining tiles and vats of spices  
You want same curry one madam? 
 
Goats by the roads edge 
Highway posters of the Sheikh 
 
Long skirts and long shirts 
Keeping my limbs covered 
 
The regular song of the call to prayer 
Every day and every night 
Children playing in the streets 
Claiming the cooler light 
(N. Albon, 2011) 
 
I had only one day to rest before I commenced at the school. I had no idea what to 
expect and received one phone call from a senior member of our company. She 
reiterated the need for me to wear full length skirts and to cover my arms while at 
the school. I would not need to wear a head scarf as Westerners were not required 
to cover their hair but dress needed to be modest at all times while at school or on 
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school business. I could wear jeans and T shirts on weekends at the shops, 
restaurants and the cinema. I was told that the team of international teacher 
advisors that I would be leading, who had been placed in the school to support the 
local teachers, had been without a management advisor for almost 6 weeks and 
one of the members of this team had been acting as manager while they advertised 
to find a woman with principal experience to fill the role. The company had found 
a woman from NSW who was in place to begin as the Management Advisor 
working in the school but she pulled out at the last minute. It had taken them about 
a month to approach me to take on the role. The school was also without a 
principal and the assistant principal was acting in this position. She spoke some 
English but was not fluent. I was told to build relationships for the first few weeks 
and to then start showing that we had a presence in the school with English 
posters, English words and a timetable of sessions when the team of consultants 
would be working with the English, Maths, Science and Computer teachers 
(Journal, September 2007). 
This chapter is an autoethnographic account of how I experienced this reform 
program in the school. In the stories in this section, I am immersed in the clash of 
practices and underlying ontologies between our educational reform program and the 
school as the reform agenda was enacted. These stories highlight the different ways 
that different groups worked and how tensions arose as these diverse practices 
reflected the multiple realities of each group. The stories that I share provide a 
backdrop as I seek to grapple with the idea of positionality in what has become a 
context of colonisation in postcolonial times.  
To Do lists 
Reading back through my work diaries for 2007 and 2008 I see a number of 
appointments, comments and reminders of tasks that I have been asked to complete in 
the school. Looking now I think back to the superficial nature of most of the tasks that 
I was required to do; busy work that was really intended to have a greater impact than 
it did. The following list represents a few of the issues that I was asked to investigate 
and address in the first few months of my time at the school between September and 
mid December 2007:  
 Get class lists of students. 
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 Student numbers please for years 6 to 9. 
 Ask principal about getting internet at the school. 
 Keep a record of professional development plans that each of your team have 
set up to show the times they are working with the teachers in their subject 
areas.  
 Newsletter to parents …in English and Arabic. 
 Displays on school walls in English. 
 Pick up mail from Ministry of Education 
 Do we have a strategic plan for the school? 
 Bank account …money from Abu Dhabi Education Council …what can we 
spend it on? 
 Buy materials for the teachers …stationery shop in Al Ain 
 How are student absences recorded? 
 How are they assessing teacher performance? 
 Finance meeting – is there a cash flow budget? Key objectives for the next 4 
to 5 weeks for our team. 
 Fill out PD plan template, 5 subsections. Who is doing what? 
 Is there a senior management team? 
 Middle management team? Meetings …do they have any? 
 Company dinner Thursday evening Thursday 18th Oct. 6.30. 
 Book fair ‘Time for Reading’. Voucher for 1500 dirham to select books for 
school. 
 Policy for breast feeding at school. 
 Staff meeting agenda …Behaviour management plan, lesson plans- 
terminology, planning and evaluation. 
 Homework policy? 
 List of special needs students and their learning issues. 
 Does the school have a shared vision? Let’s get ideas from the teachers at a 
PD day after the exams are over. 
 Teaching and learning …work in groups at next staff meeting. What do 
interesting lessons look like that engage the kids? 
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The tasks that the Management Advisors were asked to complete evolved as our 
company put together strategic plans in consultation with the Abu Dhabi Education 
Council (ADEC). Most of the staff in ADEC were from Western countries and their 
expectations for the UAE schools were heavily modelled on the nature of the work 
that they had performed in their own schools or Education Departments back home. 
The data that was being collected in their home countries began to appear as priorities 
here in the UAE. The collection of data on student absences, staff absences, 
individual learning plans for special needs students, Occupational Health and Safety 
plans, Evacuation plans, behaviour management policies, strategic plans and 
professional development plans for teachers were all transferred directly from New 
Zealand, Australia or the UK. Many of the Management Advisors began to email 
back home to their former principal colleagues to have them send templates and 
policies directly from their schools to be renamed and used in the schools in the UAE. 
There was no dialogue regarding the dilemmas surrounding the use of Western 
documents that had been developed over a period of time in very different contexts. 
 
Dealing with the directives 
A major cause of the struggle in my role was the diverse, conflicting and in some 
cases unworkable directives received from the Ministry of Education, ADEC and our 
company. The directives from our company were used to show our presence in the 
school in order to compete with other companies who would be vying for contracts as 
well. There was a heavy burden of data required from the company who needed to 
justify their progress as an effective reform company. Staff reviews and weekly 
proformas had to be completed to provide evidence of our activities in the schools.  
 
The Ministry of Education directives came straight to the principal who reacted with a 
flurry of activity. ADEC directives generally came to me where I used my judgement 
to make decisions whether to act or not. One such email that I chose to ignore 
requested that I go directly to the school library before the end of the week and search 
to find every atlas or book that had any reference to Israel and to remove these pages 
from the books by ripping them out. Given my strong feelings about the integrity of 
books, and especially of books with maps, I could not bring myself to complete the 
task. The thought of ripping pages from a book in order to remove a map was 
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horrifying. I was shocked that such a narrow viewpoint could exist and could be 
articulated as a directive. I reread the email several times and sat stunned as I stared at 
the computer screen. I was fearful given the powerful nature of the directive and 
thought back to other directives that we had been given. I began to wonder if our 
compliance would be monitored and if so what the consequences of not taking action 
would be. 
 
School stories of difference 
The following stories provide an indication of my cultural expectations as a Western 
educator and how these influenced my actions within the different cultural norms of 
the school. These stories highlight the conflicting process of attempting to mesh ideas 
and practices in a cross cultural setting and the differences in the ways that people 
worked, built relationships and made decisions in the school.  
Parent teacher day 
At the beginning of the second full month in the school we held a parent/teacher 
day in the gym. These had occurred twice a year over the past few years. The 
acting principal had asked me if I would speak to the mothers and tell them what 
we were doing in the school. Working with my translator I had prepared a power 
point presentation to explain to the mothers what we would hope to be achieving at 
the school while working with the principal and teachers. Negotiating the 
computer to write in English from left to right on one side of the power point slide 
and from right to left for the Arabic translation was only the first hurdle. The 
acting principal was meant to speak at the presentation as well. She would do all 
of the presentations and make some general comments to the parents.  She was 
nervous and despite some tentative coaching on my behalf she felt ill prepared to 
speak to over a hundred mothers. I did not fully appreciate her dilemma at having 
to address so many women. I showed her the power point I had prepared and she 
nodded approval. The women began to arrive, some with children and maids and 
some with sisters, aunts and mothers. The acting principal began to greet some of 
the women that she knew. I asked her if it was time to go into the hall. She said she 
had just been told that she had an important meeting at the Ministry of Education 
and she picked up her Gucci handbag and fled. Within minutes I found myself in 
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front of over 100 mothers. Most had remained fully covered, some I could see only 
their eyes. I was looking out at a sea of soft black shapes. I spoke no Arabic at the 
time and they spoke no English. They seated themselves in rows in the gym and 
waited for me to speak. I handed my translator the microphone and told her I loved 
her very much!  
‘I will speak in English and you can tell them in Arabic…please?’ My translator 
was a very humorous woman and we had formed a wonderful relationship very 
quickly (Journal, November 2007). 
Looking back, I am amazed that I made it through that meeting. At the time I was 
shocked that the principal had abandoned me at this point. She told me later that she 
had a bad throat and could not have spoken well. I can only think that being new to 
the role of acting principal and lacking confidence she did not want to lose face by 
saying the wrong things so she opted to avoid the situation. Perhaps she felt 
intimidated by our team’s presence in the school. She hinted over following weeks 
that she had not known what to say. As this was early on in our relationship and I had 
not been at the school long I had felt that I should have been able to help her. In my 
naivety I had assumed that I could be of assistance to her. Maybe just listening and 
discussing the issue assisted her, but I could not be sure. 
 
As a principal in Australia I had been accustomed to speaking in front of large groups 
of parents, teachers and children. But this was something quite different. The eyes I 
could see were full of anticipation. They had arrived to find out something interesting. 
I spoke about the changes to the curriculum and the need to provide more resources 
for the school. I talked about their wonderful daughters and the potential for them to 
go onto further study after secondary school. I introduced the team of teacher advisors 
who came from Ireland, Germany, Lebanon and Pakistan via Australia. The mothers 
sat quietly and listened. It was now time for the social workers to speak. I was 
surprised and a bit alarmed to realise that they were talking to the mothers about 
keeping their daughters clean, about helping them with their homework and about 
making sure that they were on time for school. In a public forum in an Australian 
school we would not tell mothers to keep their daughters clean as it would be seen as 
offensive. My translator told me that they also spoke about modesty and about 
making sure that their daughters did not meet with boys or talk on their mobile phones 
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to boys. The mothers and sisters were all nodding in approval. Apparently there was 
also a quite frank discussion about not letting their daughters touch other girls or let 
them become too friendly with girls outside the family. I realised as they were 
speaking that I would have to take over again when they finished speaking and to say 
something about the individual parent teacher meetings that would occur at the end of 
the formal part of the morning. I was frightened that I would say something 
inappropriate or that my Western presence in the school would offend them in some 
way. 
 
As I walked back to the microphone my translator whispered, ‘Say something nice 
about the Sheikh, the mothers will like that’. I knew she meant Sheikh Zayed bin 
Sultan Al Nahyan who had ruled the UAE from 1966 until his death in 2004 (Chapter 
1). I spoke about the Sheikh’s desire to provide education for all girls and that his past 
initiatives had been generous, insightful and well planned. The round of applause was 
instantaneous and many of the mothers called out ‘Zen, zen’. (Yes, yes). While I was 
speaking the teachers had arrived to sit at tables that had been set up around the walls 
of the hall. Cardboard name plates had been set up on tables so that the mothers could 
see who took English for Year 8 students or who took Mathematics for Year 6 or 
Islamic studies for Year 9. I told the mothers that they would have the next two hours 
to move around and to speak with their daughter’s teachers. Two chairs were placed 
in front of each table and more were available around the hall. I had expected that the 
mothers would move to the teachers they wished to speak to and that they would wait 
until the teacher that they wanted to speak to was free. This turned out to be an 
expectation from my own social training in waiting my turn and not theirs. 
 
I thanked the mothers for coming and asked them to move towards the teachers they 
wanted to speak to and to leave once they had finished. Within seconds the women 
rushed at the teachers and began shouting the names of their daughters. Everybody 
was speaking at once and some mothers began to poke the teachers in the arm to get 
their attention while they were already speaking to other mothers. Our team stood 
there in amazement as the mothers shouted over each other and pushed each other out 
of the way. They interrupted teachers who were trying to talk about another student 
and to me the scene was one of general chaos. I followed the social workers out of the 
hall and asked them if this was what normally happened. ‘Yes, this is what happens. 
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The mothers all shout and are rude’, they said. ‘Should I stop them?’ I asked, 
wondering if that was my role. ‘No, this is normal’, they said. 
 
At the next staff meeting I asked the teachers what they had thought about the parent 
teacher interview day. Many indicated that they were not happy with the way the 
mothers had behaved. ‘They behave like that at the market place, Nerissa, nobody 
waits or makes a line.’ I suggested that perhaps we could change the way that this was 
being done here at the school. One teacher was angry as one of the mothers had hit 
her hard on the arm. After discussions with the principal I suggested at the next parent 
teacher interview day that two teachers from each year level could be placed in 
classrooms and signs placed up around the school showing parents which teachers 
were in which rooms. Year 8 and 9 students would act as guides and take the mothers 
to the correct rooms. The teachers thought this was a good idea and after five months 
when the next appointed day occurred things went more smoothly. We put chairs 
outside the rooms and notices that only one or two mothers could enter at a time. The 
notices in Arabic were mostly ignored but the chaos had been reduced.  
 
It was my natural instinct to ask the teachers and the principal why they had always 
conducted the interviews that way in the one hall if they had not liked it and didn’t 
think it worked well. ‘All schools do it that way and the mothers are used to that’ was 
the response. The feedback from the teachers following the next parent teacher 
interview day was very positive. ‘We like this new way better now.’ 
 
In hindsight I realised that I had automatically engineered arrangements to replace 
their version of normal with my normal. These new protocols handed increased power 
to the school administration and better controlled the parents who were in attendance 
and reinforced a modern form of bureaucracy I was familiar with. My observation of 
the mothers was they were content to do what they were asked in this new process 
and were comfortable with being given direction. This struck me as markedly 
different from the previous arrangement in which their response to accessing a target 
(the teacher) was not mediated or scaffolded for them. 
 
Entering the classroom for Year 8 and 9 Geography as part of the ‘new look’ parent 
teacher day, I asked if I could take a photo of the teacher talking to the parents. 
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Everybody agreed. I was intrigued by what I still viewed as a lack of privacy in the 
way the interviews were being held. While this new format worked with much less 
shouting and chaos, there was still a lack of privacy that apparently mattered to me 
but not to the parents or teachers.  
 
Mothers and older sisters listened to the comments about other girls and nobody 
seemed to worry. No judgments seemed to be made about other students and nobody 
took offense at others hearing about the progress of their daughters. I had not 
expected this. I was accustomed to the secrecy and privacy that surrounded parent 
teacher interviews in Western countries, where we would be horrified if others came 
and sat right next to us while the teacher was giving us news about our daughter’s test 
scores and progress in these school subjects.  
 
In reflecting on this difference I began to read the work of Al-Omari (2008) who has 
written extensively on Arabic culture. He explains the nature of this more collective 
culture where individualism is not as important as in Western cultures. He discusses 
the importance of relationships in collective cultures and explains that the need to 
excel individually is of less importance in Arabic cultures. The mothers were keen to 
hear about the progress of their daughters but were not interested in listening to others 
to compare the progress of other students to the progress of their daughters. I thought 
back to the last school where I was principal in Australia, where comparing children’s 
reports in the playground was a real priority for some parents. They wanted to know 
how their child was progressing compared to other children.  
Developing a vision statement  
Working from my past experiences as a principal I felt that the policies we would be 
introducing would be more effective if the staff had ownership of the process and 
documentation. Where would I start? I spoke to the teacher advisors in my office and 
we all agreed that maybe the best place to start would be to ask the teachers about 
their ideas to develop a school vision. My work as a principal in Australia in a heavily 
regulated education system that required documentation of all the above areas 
influenced my decision to start with a school vision that the teachers and principal 
would contribute to. The principal had told me that we had a pupil free day in two 
weeks’ time so I asked her if I could have a 2 hour time slot on that day. She also told 
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me that the school already had a vision from about ten years ago and she went off to 
look for it. She bought back a beautifully bound document that had been hand written 
in Arabic and each page had a decorated border using traditional Arabic designs. 
Before I looked at the document I asked her if she thought it would be a good idea to 
have another look at a vision for the school given that there had been some staff 
changes and there was a new curriculum to be implemented. I suggested that we 
might create some ownership of the change progress at the school if the teachers had 
their say and we got some idea about the direction that they might want the school to 
go in. I suggested that the teachers might want to have a say about curriculum 
changes, teacher and student wellbeing, what resources they thought the school 
needed and what they would like from the leadership team at the school. She agreed 
and she said that would be fine if I organised it. Lunch would be brought in from a 
local restaurant and teachers would be given the chance to work together in subject 
teams. 
 
I took the beautiful handwritten book about the school and its vision back to my office 
and sat with the translator to get an idea of the contents. I still picked every book up 
and started from the ‘front', turning pages and looking at the Arabic script that I could 
not decipher and the designs that bordered each page. The translator took the book 
and turned it to the ‘back’ and started to work through it. It would take me a long time 
to get used to that. She flipped through the book and told me it was about treating the 
students well and giving them a good education. She did not have a background in 
education and was unfamiliar with some of the terms. After my long explanation of 
what pedagogy meant and a discussion of the meaning of the word she thought for a 
minute. She looked at me with confusion and embarrassment. ‘There is no Arabic 
word for pedagogy’. She suggested that we could take the book along to the planning 
day. I did my best to try to explain what a vision statement was as the translator had 
no idea what I was talking about. This should have alerted me to issues that we may 
encounter on the day but I was influenced heavily by what our company wanted us to 
do and I was determined to push on regardless. 
 
On the professional development day I put up the five blank charts that I had added 
headings to. The headings covered the areas that I thought might be useful to get the 
teachers’ ideas on. These were: 
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Goals for the school 
  ةسردملل فادهأ 
New ideas for teaching and learning  
  ملعتلاو ميلعتلل ةديدج راكفأ 
Professional development for staff 
  نيفظوملل ينهملا ريوطتلا 
Resources for the school 
  ردملل دراوم 
Ideas for the buildings and grounds 
  ةقيدحو ينابملل راكفأ 
 
The teachers were not accustomed to being asked their opinions.  
‘What do you mean directions or ideas for the curriculum? We have our text books.’  
‘Is there anything that you would change about this content or the way you teach? I 
asked. 
‘No, that is good. But we need more money for more books in the library.’ 
‘We need more teachers so we don’t have so many classes to take.’ 
‘We want the covered walkways to be glassed in and air conditioned, like the 
classrooms.’ 
‘We need a photocopier and lots of paper in every subject staffroom. We have to walk 
too far to the one in the office and other people use it too much.’ 
‘We would like lots of things in our staffroom, like new chairs and lots of books.’ 
As I walked around the tables I could see that the discussions and notes had 
quickly turned into a wish list under each heading. The teachers wanted 
photocopiers for each subject staffroom, covered glass balconies with air-
conditioning, a bigger library, more books, whiteboard markers, pens and more 
photocopying paper. They also wanted smaller class sizes, teaching assistants and 
a timetable that gave them more time release for planning (Journal, November 
2007). 
Many of these wishes had been common requests in the schools that I had worked in 
back in Australia. I was told quickly by the teachers that it was not up to them to have 
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goals or visions for the school overall, as that was the principal’s job here in the UAE. 
‘The principal will decide and then tell us what we have to do,’ they said. 
 
As we concluded the vision and goal setting session I began setting boxes of Cadbury 
chocolates down on the tables. I had been excited at finding these Australian made 
chocolates in a local shop. I told the teachers that I would put all their ideas together 
so that we could have a focus for the future of the school. As the day ended and we 
began walking out of the room I asked some of the teachers how they felt about the 
day. The group I spoke to agreed that the best part of the day had been the Australian 
chocolates and they asked where they could buy them.  
 
I could see that I had missed the mark in many ways due to my inexperience in this 
role and being new to this country I had come to work in. I also had no money to buy 
most of the things that they wanted. We had been given 100,000 dirham 
($31,000AUD) to assist with the changes but this money would be spent quickly if we 
didn’t decide what would be the most important things to purchase, and who would 
make this decision? The principal wanted our company to fund any changes that 
occurred in the school, but this was just not possible. 
 
I was astonished that so little was written on the chart related to teaching and learning. 
I had assumed that the teachers would think that having shared goals for their school 
would be something they would want to be involved in. At this early stage of my time 
in the UAE I had not realised the full significance of the role of principal as decision 
maker. In a heavily regulated society like the UAE decision making is centralised. 
Regular faxes would be sent from the Ministry of Education to all schools via the 
principal and all conversations and meetings would stop while the principal read the 
new fax. Any directives would be followed and implemented immediately by the 
principal. Instructions would be issued to the teachers and compliance was always 
assumed. In my naivety I had assumed that the teachers there would want to be part of 
the decision making. In schools in Australia we have leadership teams so that teachers 
from all year levels and union representatives work alongside the principal and 
assistant principals to make decisions about the school. School councils also work 
with staff in the areas of governance and decision making. As I became more familiar 
with the school culture and the structure of power and authority within the school 
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system in the UAE I realised that I had asked the teachers to participate in a process 
that was outside of their experiences. In some ways I was asking them to question the 
authority of the principal and the Ministry of Education by making decisions that 
were outside their classroom teaching roles.  
 
I had also asked them to question their own teaching practices with the assumption 
that their current approaches could be improved. In Australia we have accepted the 
proposition that continuous improvement is not only possible but is what we should 
all be striving for. In Arabic culture to admit that you could do better is to admit that 
you are not doing your best now. This would be viewed as losing face. Collectivism 
as opposed to individualism is prevalent in Arab cultures and in collective cultures 
relationships and saving face are primary issues (Al-Omari, 2008). In many collective 
cultures, people find it hard to say ‘No’ directly. As I was walking from table to table 
I could hear people saying that the task was difficult or that this was not really their 
job.  
Pleading for a student 
The end of semester exams have started. Today was Maths for some year levels 
and Islamic Studies for others. 
I came down the stairs from my office and noticed a year 9 student talking to the 
vice principal and one of the social workers. The student was upset and all three 
were speaking at once. I asked the vice principal what was wrong and she told 
me that this student had missed the bus and had just been delivered to school by 
her driver and was now 10 minutes late for her Maths exam. The student would 
not be allowed into the classroom to take the exam and would fail the subject. 
This would mean that she would have to repeat year 9 as students cannot 
progress to the following year if they fail even one subject. The student began to 
cry as she realised the implications of being 10 minutes late for this exam. 
The vice principal repeated that she would not be allowed to take the exam now. 
I asked a few more questions and pleaded the girl’s case for her while she cried 
loudly. 
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“But she will fail and have to repeat the whole year”. I couldn’t bear the 
injustice. 
“I will take her over and explain to the teacher and will stay in the class with 
her for the extra 10 minutes. She will be so sad if she has to repeat year nine and 
all of her friends will go to year 10 to another school.” I was trying not to use 
complex words as her English was limited. 
The vice principal explained that the school would be in big trouble if the 
Ministry found out. I promised not to tell them! 
‘I will take full responsibility. You are a kind woman, look how upset the student 
is.’ I was pleading now and had my hands together as if praying, ‘I will get on 
my knees on the floor to beg for this student.’ 
The vice principal looked at me and laughed. She told me I was very funny 
(perhaps she meant silly, I couldn’t be sure). 
‘Yes I know I am a silly woman but let me take this student over to the class now and 
the Ministry will never know.’ She nodded and waved me away. ‘Go then, fast.’ I 
bolted out the door with the student hoping that the teacher supervising the exam 
spoke English as this was going to be difficult to explain (Journal, May 2008). 
Looking back now on that day I can see that I was pressuring the vice principal to do 
something that was not part of her usual work practice. Due to the time pressure here I 
didn’t give her a chance to discuss this with the principal or the teachers in that area. 
For the vice principal it was more important to follow the rules set by the Ministry 
than to make a special case for this distressed student. I think she was relieved when I 
said that I would take responsibility for the decision. She told me again later in the 
day that if the Ministry found out I would have to say that I made the decision. I was 
fine with that as I had not had the experience of being reprimanded by staff at the 
Ministry in the past. She had and she said it was ‘very bad’. 
 
Forcing students to repeat a class was one of the issues that our company was 
attempting to change. The rules and the asserting of power from the Ministry was one 
aspect of what the local teachers referred to as the ‘Arabic way’. The international 
83 
 
team at the school all felt strongly about the issue of the schools forcing students to 
repeat year levels when they ‘failed’ one subject.  
 
I had strong feelings of empathy for these girls who sat at the back of the class having 
had to repeat a year level again and again. I knew the humiliation of repeating a year 
level as my horrific grade five year in primary school had led to the repeating of this 
year. I understood the feelings of inadequacy and embarrassment that they must have 
felt. While the practice of repeating a year level was more prevalent in the UAE, I 
struggled with acceptance of this, given my excruciating personal experience of 
having had this happen to me as a child. Seeing small groups of disengaged teenage 
girls sitting at the back of classes downcast from being ignored by all strongly elicited 
my feelings of empathy for them and their plight. I felt like crying for this waste of 
potential and for the damaged self-esteem of these young girls. 
Performing Cinderella 
After observing many of the teachers in their classrooms I offered to take several 
classes with year 8 and 9 girls. I was nervous about taking a class of girls who had 
limited English. In one English class I read a story and the girls worked as a whole 
class to listen and to act the story out. The story was a modified form of Cinderella. 
I walked around the room allocating the girls their roles to play trying to gauge 
their interest. I had no idea if it would work. Discussions and translations went back 
and forwards between the girls as they discovered the specific roles that they would 
be playing in the story. Some without specific roles would be dancers at the ball. 
The girls were all up moving around the room listening closely to see what they 
would do next. I had to stop at times to let some of those more proficient in English 
translate for the others. The girls improvised as they moved. I turned to see one of 
the girls had picked up a large book and taken her shoe off to sit it on top of this 
‘cushion’. The very serious look on her face as she pranced around the room with it 
made us all laugh. At the end the girls were all giggling and having fun. The teacher 
who observed said she enjoyed the lesson and thought that the girls did too. Some of 
the students came to our office the next day and asked me to come back and to take 
another lesson. The teacher told me a few days later that it is not good for the girls 
to be laughing and having fun during Ramadan. They must be quiet and calm.  
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I had enjoyed the session with the girls and was delighted by their creative responses 
to acting out the story as I read it from my notes. They were far more responsive than 
I had anticipated. I realised later that these girls had reacted very much in the same 
way that classes of students did back in Australia, when I had taken a similar activity 
with students. Their reactions were so positive, in my eyes, that I continued when we 
had time left and gave them scenarios to act out in groups. ‘You are with your sisters 
at the mall and one of you faints in the changing rooms when trying on new clothes to 
buy.’ There were lingering dying scenes, ambulances called and lots of giggling and 
loud hoots of laughter. But I had inadvertently breached a strongly held belief by 
encouraging the girls to be loud and unruly during a sacred time of the year. My lack 
of knowledge of place and context had revealed itself in a very embodied way. 
Geography lesson 
The next lesson that I took was at the request of the senior geography teacher who 
wanted me to take a series of sessions on Australia. I had assumed that she would 
remain in the room to hear my firsthand accounts. I started with the students 
drawing rough maps of Australia themselves and looking at images of Australian 
landscape. We talked about what school students their age might do in Australia 
and how it could be different to what they do in some ways. The students were 
excited and as I questioned them about what Australia might be like their hands 
were waving eagerly. As I would point to a student to answer she would leap out of 
her seat pushing back her chair and scraping it loudly on the hard tiles. The sound 
was so grating and loud that I asked them to stay seated to answer any questions, 
but many years of training could not be undone as they leapt from their seats to 
answer, over and over. We drew the states of Australia and several made the 
connection that there are seven states in Australia (I didn’t want to confuse them 
with territories) and seven Emirates in the UAE. Once they had made this link they 
wanted to see photos of the desert in Australia. I had downloaded some photos the 
night before as the school still didn’t have the internet. To make it more relevant for 
the students I asked them what they thought that teenagers who were the same age 
as them did in Australia. After shopping, going to school and being allowed to talk 
to boys they could not think of what else teenagers might do. Bike riding, weekend 
sport and swimming were not things that they would have experienced. We 
discussed a lot of the similar things that teenagers their age might do in both 
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countries with families, picnics and the movies. The students enjoyed the sessions 
but the teacher never remained in the room as she chose to leave to meet with other 
teachers around the school. I had hoped that the teacher would stay to experience 
the students being asked their opinions and being asked to make inferences based on 
their own experiences.  
Clearly I had assumed that my approaches to teaching were superior in a number of 
ways to the geography teacher’s. My strongly held beliefs on engaging students and 
asking them questions to allow them to make assumptions and inferences were so 
entrenched that I had taken it for granted I could show the teacher a better way to 
teach. I had also assumed she would see this the same way. The fact that she absented 
herself came as a surprise. 
Introducing a computer room 
During my second year at the school our company had been allocated funds from 
the Abu Dhabi Education Council to provide computers for the students. I provided 
access to the school for their installation and after lengthy negotiations with the 
principal found a suitable double classroom to house 25 computers and a printer for 
students’ use. The room had been emptied of all furniture except for around 30 
chairs and about a dozen tables. It was stark with blank walls and shiny tiles. The 
delivery and installation of the computers all had to happen after 3.30 pm each day 
so that the workmen would not come in contact with the girls or the teachers. A few 
simple literacy and maths games were loaded on the computers and they were all 
networked to a printer. The teachers had no professional development on how to use 
the computers with the students so nobody timetabled their classes into the room 
and it remained unused for several weeks. After discussions with the teachers the 
only way that I could see that the students could get access to the room was at lunch 
time. The teachers did not want to supervise the girls in this room so I set up a time 
table for myself and the others in my team to open the room each day and to stay to 
supervise the girls during the 45 minute lunch time. The girls flocked in and sat two 
at a computer. Some of them wanted to type up their writing from English classes 
and some from Arabic classes but most wanted to play games. Without the internet 
the students could not research anything for their history or geography classes and 
their use was limited.  
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The teachers had not asked for the computers and saw little application for them, so 
were not keen to take their classes to the computer room or to supervise their use at 
lunchtime. Our company had made the assumption that the girls would be able to use 
the internet in a supervised manner once it was connected and that the principals 
would be happy to pay for the internet from their school budgets. They had not 
accounted for the strong parent voice that prevented the girls from being exposed to 
inappropriate images and communications via the internet. Not unlike the issues that 
parents are concerned about for their teenagers back in Australia. 
Inshallah 
There was an ever present word that I found difficult to adjust to in the first few 
months at the school. Every comment I made - ‘Have a relaxing weekend’ or ‘Have a 
safe trip to Abu Dhabi’ - was greeted with the reply ‘Inshallah’ meaning ‘God 
willing’ (God and Allah being interchangeable). Sometimes at the end of a meeting 
with the principal or a group of teachers I would say ‘Next time when we meet we 
will set up a budget for this …or we will do that …what do you think?’ All I would 
hear would be 4 or 5 ‘Inshallahs’. Inshallah covered many things and seemed to me to 
be used in many ways. I remember saying to the translator one day. ‘Did she just say 
inshallah like she really meant me to go away as she had no intention of trying 
anything that I just suggested?’ ‘Yes Nerissa. That was the polite “go away” 
inshallah, the “go away I have other important things that I want to do” inshallah.’ 
When the acting principal was unsuccessful in her interview for the position of 
principal at the school she told me that it was Allah’s will that she remain as vice 
principal at this time: ‘inshallah’. 
 
As a principal in Australia I had been accustomed to highlighting actions to be taken 
at the conclusion of most meetings. New agendas would be set, progress would be 
acknowledged and future directions would be mapped. People committed to complete 
the tasks assigned to them and further meeting dates would be set. This business 
focused model has permeated all schools and many universities in most Western 
education institutions and many corporations around the world. The idea of leaving a 
meeting with so many uncertainties and so many inshallahs was confusing and 
frustrating at first. I had to adjust my way of working in meetings and leave my own 
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expectations aside. Things would get done if people saw a need for them and in their 
own good time. I learnt to take longer to chat to people and to listen to what they had 
to say. I learnt to think more about what people really wanted although this was often 
a guessing game as so many of the teachers would say what they thought I might want 
to hear. I came to like this more human process of interaction once I had stopped 
focusing on the need for immediate outcomes. It was hard to let go of my 
enculturation as a principal who needed to provide evidence of improvement in a 
school system where outcomes had to be planned for and measured. 
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Chapter 5: 
The Context for School Reform in the UAE 
 
 
The rhetoric of school reform: promotional material. 
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Introduction 
This chapter is an overview of the school reform initiative in the UAE and research 
that relates to this. It outlines the antecedents of the reform agenda and the key issues 
that impacted on its initial development in the UAE. Rather than addressing the 
question of measurable student outcomes as a consequence of the reform program, my 
attention in this thesis centres more on the politics of implementation of the practices 
and policies of this reform agenda. 
UAE in the global context 
School reform in the UAE took place in relation to a recent history of remarkable 
change in the Arab states (Bashur, 2010). The cities of Dubai and Abu Dhabi have 
risen from the desert at an astonishing rate. Abu Dhabi developed rapidly with input 
from Western employees who have been paid to live and work in the UAE. The rate 
of development of large cities, complex infrastructure, roads, water treatment and 
tourism are just a few of the areas that have required expertise to be bought in from 
other countries (Davidson, 2009). In the context of buying in experience from mostly 
Western countries to plan and establish a range of businesses, hospitals and state of 
the art shopping malls it follows that expertise would also be purchased to implement 
reforms in education.  
Unlike most other countries, however, this is simultaneously occurring within 
a societal context of exceptional socioeconomic and cultural transformations: 
transformations so dramatic that they have been described as unprecedented 
in the history of civilization in terms of the scale and speed (Bashur, 2010, 
p.253). 
This phenomenon of rapid transformation in all spheres of public life embraced by the 
UAE in the past two decades has been well documented, in particular by Davidson 
(2009).  
 
The Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) aimed to develop a world class education 
system that supports all learners in reaching their full potential to compete in a global 
market (Gallagher, 2011) in line with the rhetoric of school reform operating in many 
countries. The UAE as a sovereign state aimed to establish itself as a knowledge 
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based economy (Ministry of Information and Culture, 2005). These are aims that most 
countries aspire to. Clearly the UAE was beginning to join the global discourse of 
commitment to education for all as an economic imperative. A country that thrives on 
building ‘the biggest and the best’ was under pressure to make major changes to what 
was seen by Western experts to be an outdated and under resourced education system. 
Such a wealthy country needed to improve its teaching and learning standards in order 
to compete on a global level. Our company was told that we had to lift results so that 
graduates from high school in the UAE could enter universities around the world as 
many were currently not being accepted or would commence at a university then 
struggle with academic progress and return home to the UAE.  
 
The government’s perception that there were major inadequacies in the UAE 
education system was brought to the attention of the nation in November 2005 when 
readers of a popular UAE Arab newspaper read that an unsuitable curriculum, 
ineffective teaching and assessment methods, poor facilities and lack of appropriate 
ICT were impacting on student achievement in state run schools (Macpherson, 
Kachelhoffer and El Nemr, 2007). In 2005 the nation’s executive council allocated 
AED 46 billion (USD 14 billion) to fund a range of initiatives to be implemented in 
school reform between 2006 and 2016 (Macpherson, et al., 2007).  
 
An education council (ADEC) was established in Abu Dhabi to work alongside the 
Ministry of Education to initiate reforms across the education sector. The role of this 
education council was to raise the standard of education and to develop relationships 
with private organisations to facilitate a range of reforms. Our company worked 
closely with this education council who provided direction for all eight companies 
employed to work in a number of pilot schools to implement a consistent approach 
across all schools in the reform program.  
We had our first Management Advisors meeting in Abu Dhabi today. Several 
senior managers from our company were in attendance. We all gave a brief report 
on our work in the schools before the senior managers gave us some background 
details on the reform agenda. It was reinforced for us that we needed to push the 
teachers to teach in English as soon as possible. The ESL (English Second 
Language) teacher advisors on our teams needed to be running ESL sessions each 
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week for small groups of teachers for a minimum of one hour a week. We were 
urged to encourage the principals and vice principals to be taking English classes 
after school two days a week as well.  
We were told that the UAE had not yet participated in the international testing 
program, PISA (The Programme for International Student Assessment) as they 
were worried that the level of attainment by their students would be low. The 
money that was being provided for this reform program aimed to address that 
issue over a ten year period. It was interesting to get some background to the 
reform program in the UAE to give me a context for why we were there. I’m still 
unclear about my role in the school and what is expected of me. I can see a few 
things that I think might be improved but I’m pretty sure that the acting principal 
has things running the way she would like them (Journal, October 2007). 
The PISA system for ranking education standards internationally was established in 
1997, arising from globalised accountability pressures: 
By the early 1980s there was growing pressure from the World Bank (WB) and 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) to 
publish indicators that could be globally ranked and compared, in other words, 
to develop a means of vertical and horizontal comparison. By the early 1990s, 
bolstered by the preference given to neoliberalism’s economic efficiency 
arguments, the OECD was able to expand its global statistical work. In 1992, 
Education at a Glance (OECD) was launched, followed by a series of annual 
extensions and refinements of data collection and display across all sectors of 
education. The OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), launched in 1997 and first reporting in 2000, was only one of a range 
of new local, national, regional, and global and regional systems that sought to 
direct education activity, from new sets of indicators to scorecards, barometers, 
and benchmarks (Robertson, 2012, p.239). 
This instrument for shaping the education sector globally had the effect of reinforcing 
the dominance of Western models and values in the development of many diverse 
education systems around the world. It is clear that governments, including those in 
the UAE, were provided with the motivation, entry points and space for a range of 
new companies and projects to take up this global reform agenda. Coming from a 
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more personal perspective as a mother and citizen, Lucy Clark (2016) writes about the 
impact of standardised testing on her own son and how he was deemed to be failing 
according to this testing. She describes in detail the impact of testing on her child who 
is fearful of failing yet who excels in the many areas that the test does not evaluate. 
She then traces this testing back to its origins as she visits the Directorate of 
Education and Skills in the OECD building in Paris, where one person sits presiding 
over the PISA program and what will be included in it.  
 
It is a much debated and contentious issue whether testing has delivered improved 
educational outcomes. The International Student Assessment results (PISA) show that 
the countries that have placed a strong emphasis on testing like Australia, New 
Zealand, the United States of America and the United Kingdom have all slipped down 
the ladder in the ranking of countries in the areas of Literacy, Numeracy and Science 
(Clark, 2016). Given the narrow focus of these tests many educators are wary of the 
judgements that are being made as a result of the analysis of the data that has been 
collected. Unfortunately, journalists and education department bureaucrats make a 
great deal of the data that is generated by the PISA results. In recent years Finland, 
specific areas of China, Singapore, Hong Kong and Denmark have been ranked in the 
top ten countries that choose to administer the tests. It is interesting to note that many 
of the Scandinavian countries teach a broad range of subjects with an emphasis on the 
Arts and some have ignored the pressures to implement region wide or nationwide 
testing (Clark, 2016). Yet politicians and bureaucrats continue to push school reforms 
that centre on the collection of data that is simplistic and easy to collect.  
 
Clearly the World Bank and OECD have had an impact on the work of education 
departments, principals and teachers in providing the impetus for PISA testing. As the 
interest in these PISA results has mounted each country has felt the need to design its 
own programs for sustained school ranking improvements in the face of this high 
stakes testing agenda. The UAE sought advice from a number of countries in order to 
design the program that I was working in. They sought advice from education 
authorities in English speaking countries with the aim of planning and implementing 
an effective program that would have the biggest impact on school performance.  
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In 2005 Sheikh Nahyan Al Nahyan made a public speech criticising the public 
education system and announcing the onset of new initiatives at a federal level. The 
reform agenda was adopted in 2006 by his successor, HE Dr. Hani Hassan Ali 
(Macpherson et al, 2007). A range of different reform programs were planned for Abu 
Dhabi and Dubai with the other five Emirates following in later years. The reform 
agenda in Abu Dhabi commenced with the introduction of the Public Private 
Partnership (PPP) whereby foreign consultancy companies, such as the one that 
employed me, were invited to tender for advisory rights to schools (Dickson, 2012). 
The project commenced in primary schools in 2006, middle schools in 2007, and 
secondary schools in 2008, supposedly for a three year in-school cycle. It was the 
responsibility of the advisors, of which I was one, to provide professional 
development to schools with the aim of improving pedagogy and encouraging best 
practice within the classroom such as student-centred learning and a focus on critical 
thinking. The companies that won the tenders were charged with the task of moving 
the teaching from the memorising and reproduction of facts (Sonleitner & Khelifa, 
2005) to more student centred inquiry based learning. These advisors were also given 
responsibility for improving accountability, leadership and policy development in the 
schools. 
 
This political push to improve education and to purchase the curriculum from a 
Western country was done in haste, with the result that Australian curriculum 
documents in their original form were positioned to shape the knowledge that was to 
be privileged in a conservative Muslim country. Knowledge was a commodity that 
was needed in order to be globally competitive and to stimulate innovation and 
economic growth, and to give students the skills and entrepreneurial values necessary 
to compete in an increasingly economically interconnected world (Ward, 2012). The 
low educational standing of the UAE was viewed as a crisis in isolation from other 
factors and Middle Eastern bureaucrats opted for what they saw as a quick fix, which 
was to buy in knowledge as a package deal. 
Changing models of school reform 
The context influencing theories of educational change by the end of the 1990s had 
focused mostly on a business model of change (Morrison, 1998). These business 
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models of school reform were based on the notion that education needs to be cost 
effective and to prepare students to take an active role in the economic growth of a 
country. While discussing these business models, which were usually top down 
programs of reform, Morrison (1998) does acknowledge the presence of emerging 
theories of chaos and complexity and their role in education reform in a postmodern 
society. He refers to ‘emergence, uncertainty, unpredictability and instability as 
reminders of a paradigm shift in the way that many now view the world’ (p.3).  
 
The top down models that I observed during my time as a principal and as a 
management advisor relied on an atmosphere of urgency and compulsion, tied to a 
lack of meaning-making for teachers as they tried to enact the changes that had been 
prescribed. The bottom up practice of school reform that I occasionally observed back 
in Australia began in individual schools or classrooms to meet local needs. Some 
educators, like Goodson (2001), suggest a more integrated theory of reform, 
combining external input from governments with internal school input and 
involvement with a personal perspective from classroom teachers. This approach 
suggests the blending of mandated reforms that are then modified for local schools 
considering their classroom practices.  
 
A Schooling by Design Model was proposed by Wiggins & McTighe (2007) and 
encapsulates the business model of educational reform underpinning many of the 
reform programs that I have been involved in. The setting of visions, preparation of 
action plans, framing and reframing of goals while trying to reach a predetermined 
target have all been tried. It is these formal and predetermined programs that I had 
experienced in my role as principal prior to my arrival in the UAE.  
 
This rationalist approach to reform in education was developed during a period ‘when 
it was widely believed that government intervention was both desirable and 
necessary’ (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p.38) for solving social and educational issues. It 
was a widely held belief that increasing expenditure on education programs would 
improve student outcomes and hence improve a country’s economic performance. 
This rationalist approach has lost popularity recently for a number of reasons 
identified by Rizvi & Lingard (2010). The positivist paradigm upon which this 
rationalist approach was based has begun to be replaced by a new range of theoretical 
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perspectives such as ‘critical theory, feminism, post structuralism and post 
colonialism undermining these rationalist approaches’ (p.52). Unfortunately, it is not 
the decision makers who are seeing these new possibilities.  
 
It was a rationalist approach that I observed in the UAE. Increased funds would 
transform the country’s education status. Imported curriculum documents would 
instigate Western styles of student learning and Western experts would bring the 
promise of more contemporary teaching methods. The problem now arises with the 
growth of critical, poststructural and postcolonial forces within educational theory 
where we are left with an intersection of ideals and theories that do not mesh with 
government policies and with the ideas advocated by some educational leaders. 
Impact on schools in the UAE 
By the end of my first few months in the school I could see that there were several 
obstacles at play that were combining to inhibit the required progress of this reform 
program. Principals were receiving directions from their local Ministry of Education 
offices, who they had worked with for many years; the Abu Dhabi Education Council 
(ADEC) was now providing guidelines on what needed to occur and the foreign 
consultancy companies were also bombarding the principals with requests and 
directives.  
 
From my perspective, I observed that in practice school administrations often felt very 
much caught in the middle of the various agendas of the federal ministry of education, 
ADEC and the PPPs, with none of these organisations being particularly transparent. 
The lack of prior warning, communication or consultation with the pilot schools 
undermined the reform program at the outset. These issues are reflected in the 
findings of Martina Dickson, a researcher from the United Kingdom, who also looked 
at this period of school reform in the UAE during her employment at a University in 
Abu Dhabi. The barrage of directions from different education authorities created 
such a state of conflict that in one case it led a principal to decide that her school 
needed to set a special model of its own that would satisfy her at least (Dickson, 
2012). Martina Dickson had the opportunity to survey a large group of secondary 
students (N=471) on their perceptions of the school reform program in the UAE 
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during her time working at the Emirates College of Advanced Education in Abu 
Dhabi. Her research provides revealing responses from those on the receiving end of 
the reforms. 
 
Comments from the students in relation to the reform program that began in 2007 
when advisors entered the middle schools focused on several areas. Some thought that 
the school reform partnership companies, like ours, should be removed from the 
schools altogether. Others were concerned about the loss of culture and the over-use 
of English in the schools. Comments from Dickson’s participants included: 
‘Teaching is no longer good with the company partnerships’, ‘This 
partnership should stop!’ ‘The companies are overwhelming the teachers with 
a lot of tasks in order to change their teaching styles’. 
‘No more PPP – get rid of all the PPP and only Arabs should teach English’ 
and ‘the companies are controlling the teachers completely.’ 
‘Using English language is a problem and making it more important than 
other subjects especially Arabic’, ‘We started forgetting our Arabic language 
and we are depending more on the English language’. ‘now, teaching is 
directed towards English language while the prophet is an Arab, and advised 
we should learn in Arabic and not English’. 
‘Westerners who were brought to schools, some of them are not suitable and 
should not be here because of their culture and mentality which totally differs 
from ours, we only benefitted from some of them by learning English’ 
(Dickson, 2012, p.277). 
 
The decision to bring more English language into the classroom, and the assumption 
in some cases that those teachers would be capable of delivering this, also brought 
stress. ‘Couple this with the situation of having foreign advisers in schools bringing 
with them different educational ideologies and understanding, along with cultural and 
social differences, and we begin to see the picture of a potentially challenging 
situation in schools in Abu Dhabi, in one way or another’ (Dickson, 2012, p.206).  
 
I could see that all parties in the educational reform were struggling at different stages 
of the program. The role of the Ministry of Education and the relationships that had 
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developed with schools over the years were being viewed as out of date by ADEC and 
the foreign companies, while the companies were trying to develop a united approach 
without inside knowledge of the culture and the importance of some of the local 
practices in the schools. I noted similar experiences and observations to those made 
by Dickson’s participants in a journal article (Albon, 2009) about my time in the UAE 
school reform program: 
We were clearly struggling with common issues faced by many groups who 
work in cross cultural settings …local teachers had been very welcoming but 
our lack of knowledge of the culture and of the complex history behind some 
of the practices hampered many of our attempts to assist in making changes to 
their teaching practices …why were we here imposing an Australian 
curriculum in a country that functioned in a very different manner from 
Australia? Did the teachers share the Sheikh’s vision to compete on a global 
level in regard to education? How could the teachers gain an understanding of 
alternative approaches to learning when their own lives held so many 
restrictions? (Albon, 2009, p.10). 
Recalling a reform program in Gippsland 
I had had experience of being on the receiving end of an imported school reform 
program in Gippsland schools during 2005 and 2006. Gippsland is largely made up of 
low socio-economic status communities. Our leaders in regional office were looking 
for a program that would be implemented across primary and secondary schools in 
Gippsland to improve the effectiveness of teaching and learning in these local 
schools. They identified a program from the United States which was then purchased 
by the regional office of the education department. Principals were called to regional 
office and were briefed about this new program and what it would involve. The high 
profile presenter was flown from the US several times each school term for two years 
to work with principals to set up networks of schools so that principals could visit 
classrooms in each other’s schools. Principals were provided with a checklist of 
classroom teaching and learning activities to look for. Principals left their own 
schools two or three times a month to observe activities in classrooms in nearby 
schools. After the classroom visits principals were provided with feedback on what 
had been viewed in their schools but individual teachers were not provided with 
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feedback. Teachers were not given the choice to opt into the program and were often 
unaware of pending visits.  
 
While principals said that the feedback from their colleagues was sometimes useful, 
without follow-up with individual teachers little changed after general staff meeting 
discussions. Teachers found it difficult having 4 or 5 principals in their classrooms at 
the one time although issues around targeted teaching were on the agenda more in 
staff meetings in these participating schools.  
 
After three or four years without funding to release principals from schools and 
without motivation to continue a program that had been imposed on them the 
initiative faded and ceased to function. The glossy brochures and detailed websites 
plus the professional development delivered by a presenter who did not know the 
local context all worked to devalue a program that may well have had merit. 
Principals also felt that regional office, in buying this program from the US, were 
sending a clear message that Gippsland schools were underperforming and needed to 
improve. Regional office staff had looked at the limited test data and had decided that 
they needed to ‘fix the schools’. When reflecting on the lack of sustainability of this 
program I see clear parallels with the process that I was involved in during my time in 
the UAE; we were not familiar with the school contexts or the culture that sustained 
them. The top down initiative and the continued discourse of abjection surrounding 
these ‘poor performing schools’ in the media and in the community were all obstacles 
for change. 
A top down approach to school reform 
These school reforms were ‘top down’ reforms that governments and departments of 
education planned in response to a perceived need to reform specific aspects of 
education. In the United Arab Emirates this top down reform agenda was established 
in response to reports that schools were in a poor state, information technology was 
outdated or non-existent and the quality of the teaching needed to be improved.  
 
Western academics contributed to the sense of emergency and governmental panic 
that surrounded the introduction of the school reform agenda in the UAE. 
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Macpherson, Kachelhoffer & El Nemr (2007) present a highly critical evaluation of 
the state of schools in the UAE in 2006. They identify an unsuitable curriculum, 
ineffective teaching methods, poor facilities, lack of ICT and a low level of 
professionalism by teachers and leaders in school. Their most scathing comments 
relate to the education system:  
The Ministry is highly centralised, has no clear vision and suffers from job 
inflation. School principals need intensive training and continuous follow-up 
support if they are to lead the reforms. The Education Departments in each 
geographic zone are in general, dysfunctional (Macpherson et al, p.67). 
Herein lies a major dilemma. Transforming the practices of school principals and 
teachers in isolation from the values and practices of the culture is a major hurdle. 
Principals in UAE are accustomed to automatic respect due to their role. These 
positions are seen as positions of prestige and power in a society that values power 
and position. The teachers saw their role as quite separate to that of the principal. 
Their role is to teach, not to set visions or policies at the management level or to 
develop curriculum documents at the school. In 2006 the UAE budget for education 
was about one third of comparable international systems (Macpherson et al, 2007). 
The education system has since undergone a period of radical transformation, 
including new curricula, teacher professional development, system and administrative 
changes and increased funding but has also brought with it the problems of imposing 
a Western curriculum on an Islamic country. The UAE is being influenced by 
Western global trends that have been privileged by their status in the PISA testing and 
more importantly by their history as colonising powers on the world stage. 
The Islamic context 
Any school reform in the Middle East needs to take a holistic approach to education 
in a Muslim country. This was an issue that was a common concern of many local 
academics, school leaders and teachers in the UAE, given the reality that ‘while the 
ambitions of the United Arab Emirates Government can be realised through the 
education system, it is difficult to imagine how these objectives can be achieved 
without a quality and fully integrated curriculum which supports the values of the 
UAE nation’ (Godwin, 2006, p.1). The need for the Islamisation of the general aims 
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of the education system and for the curriculum in particular has been raised by several 
researchers including Dangor (2005) and Macpherson et al (2007).  
Retaining the teaching of Arabic and Islamic studies was never challenged in the 
school I worked in but many teachers felt the need to include more local content 
rather than focusing on a Western curriculum in other subject areas. 
 
The dichotomy between Western and Islamic epistemologies is discussed by the 
Muslim theologian and philosopher Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, who proposed two 
classifications of knowledge acquisition: that acquired through human reason and 
intellect and that acquired through straight transmission (Dangor, 2005). It is the latter 
process of transmitted knowledge that is viewed by Muslim scholars as the primary 
source of knowledge in Islam. This knowledge is transmitted through the Qur’an, 
through the use of text books in schools, and is passed from generation to generation. 
This transmission approach to education had fallen out of favour in most Westernised 
countries in the 1970s and 1980s and the emphasis is now on reasoning, creativity and 
critical thinking. This has presented a conflict of approaches, a disparity of 
epistemologies that was, surprisingly, not discussed amongst the senior members of 
our company in the UAE. I was continually confused as to the lack of debate around 
the practice of implementing a Western approach to schooling in a Muslim country. 
Why wasn’t anybody talking about this?  
 
I did try to raise this with other Western employees of our company and the response 
from one of my colleagues was to just smile and nod. Considerable time was spent at 
Management Advisors meetings blaming the principals and teachers in the schools for 
not picking up the changes as quickly as our company had expected.  
 
I felt that I was not free to discuss this with the principal or teachers because it would 
have undermined our company and as there was no culture of free speech in the 
country it was not acceptable for people to criticise decisions made by those in 
authority. In discussion with colleagues I became aware that Emirati women were 
actually more conservative and keener to retain their own teaching practices than the 
Emirati male teachers and principals in the boys’ schools.  
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An example of the extraordinary lack of cultural awareness and sensitivity of foreign 
education reform bodies was shown when a group of OFSTED (Office for Standards 
in Education) inspectors from the UK were asked to come into the Emirate schools to 
undertake inspections. On one occasion a male inspector toured the school and 
walked unannounced straight into classrooms, startling the female teachers and 
students who quickly reached for their head scarves to cover themselves. They were 
furious, as was I. In this situation the principal felt she was not able to protest, so I 
did. This company later sent two women to the school to report on their assessment. 
Speaking only to myself and the teacher advisors, they announced their opinion that 
‘these girls’ schools would never change until we get rid of the Emirati women 
teaching here.’ The auditing company had decided after a two day visit that the 
female teachers were resistant to the changes that they viewed as necessary. 
 
Although this reform agenda in the UAE commenced in 2006 there has been little 
written in regard to the work of foreign education reform companies in that country. 
Many of the teacher advisors employed in these programs extended their contracts 
and were still working in the same companies in the same schools until 2009. Our 
initial ten-page contract included a section forbidding the use of or disclosing ‘trade 
secrets’, or information related to the financial affairs of the company, product 
development, marketing and advertising, budgets or any financial information. Due to 
the competitive nature of the on-going tendering process and the selection of 
companies to gain funds in this reform process, discussion of any issues related to our 
work in the schools was not encouraged outside of specific meetings that were 
organised by our company. The promotional material, aims and functions of the 
company are now public documents distributed in the UAE and available on the 
Internet. 
Impasse 
As I progressed in the role I began to feel that the differences may just be too much of 
a barrier to bring any changes to the schools in the UAE. At times I thought that 
everything I tried hit an obstacle too great to overcome. Trying to find documents and 
having them translated was a long and often confusing process. I often started to write 
a policy, as directed, only to find that the school already had one in place, written in 
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Arabic, that they felt was working well. Speaking through an interpreter, who had no 
background in education, often meant that issues had to be reduced to a superficial 
level. Words and processes that I used as a teacher every day in schools or at the 
university in Australia often did not have an Arabic equivalent. Talking to the Emirati 
teachers at a staff meeting I began to understand that I had a very different view of 
teaching than they did. The teacher advisors team had been discussing the need to 
challenge the students and to provide them with opportunities to think critically about 
issues and content in each subject. Often when we talked with the teachers it seemed 
like we were having two parallel conversations that did not touch or intersect at all. 
 
I felt that the students would find more relevance in their learning if they were 
engaged more, rather than all teaching sessions being didactic fact learning sessions. 
A continual battery of tests issued by the Abu Dhabi Ministry of Education meant that 
students spent all their time memorising facts from textbooks in order to recall them 
in exams. At the same time, I could see the ease and confidence with which the 
teachers taught from their text books and used their familiar teacher led methods. I 
could see the strong emphasis placed on the students gaining facts through transmitted 
knowledge and the high value placed by both teachers and students on the acquisition 
of this kind of knowledge. This was really who they were. 
Related studies 
In discussing the challenges I faced working in a school reform project in this cross 
cultural setting I have reviewed the limited literature that exists in a field that has to 
date attracted little written debate or adequate research specific to the Middle East. 
While I could find very little in relation to the impact of school improvement 
programs in the UAE, I have been able to locate some articles that have been written 
in both English and Arabic. Shaikah Al-Tanaiji, Associate Professor of Educational 
Administration at UAE University, has undertaken considerable research in the area 
of parental involvement and student performance. She has also undertaken research 
across 15 schools in the UAE to gain an understanding of the teachers’ responses to 
the development of professional learning communities (Al-Tanaiji, 2014). Her 
research was conducted around 18 months after the establishment of the Abu Dhabi 
Emirate school reform program.  
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In this study of UAE teachers (n=789), 90% of respondents stated that their principals 
thought that professional development for their teachers was a waste of time and that 
teachers had to try to find out what was available for themselves, in their own time. 
About half the teachers said that nobody encouraged them to develop themselves and 
one teacher said, ‘why should I bother myself, I have a lot of things to finish for my 
classes, do not forget that what counts for my promotion is what I do in my classes!’ 
(Al-Tanaiji, 2014, p.25) This research found that teachers tended to interpret the value 
of professional development in terms of what they do in the classroom rather than 
what the students might learn. I also noticed from my own experience in the UAE that 
very few teachers made the link between gaining new knowledge or skills through 
professional development and improving learning for the students. Interviews 
undertaken as part of the Al-Tanaiji study revealed that teachers blamed the lack of 
time and the constraints imposed by the Ministry of Education for the lack of 
improvement in their schools. Many teachers saw no need for improvement in the 
first instance. 
 
Forcing principals and teachers to participate in a change process when they saw no 
need to modify their practices was the root cause of much of the misunderstanding 
that emerged in my experience. Often these were reinforced by particular approaches 
to school leadership. Teachers were afraid to make negative judgements or comments 
about school organisation or about curriculum provision as they feared losing their 
jobs. In the Al-Tanaiji study, while most teachers agreed with the statement that they 
had experienced supportive and shared leadership, at the same time they indicated that 
they had not contributed to the development of school vision statements nor 
understood them. From my perspective this suggests a contradictory position within 
teacher identities. Teachers who have not shared in the creation of a school vision 
have not been involved in what would be an example of distributed leadership as I 
understand it, yet many of the teachers had indicated in their surveys that their 
principal’s practices involved shared leadership. Shared leadership is currently a 
buzzword in Western schools and businesses but is quite foreign to the cultural 
practices in schools in the UAE. Asking teachers in the UAE to comment on their 
experience of ‘shared leadership practices’ in schools is based on assumptions made 
from what are clearly Western standpoints.  
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This gap between different use of common terms typifies the dilemmas of trying to 
transform an education system where cultural practices are so different. Principals and 
teachers are then caught in the middle as they try to balance their own sense of 
professional identity and cultural practices in the context of a global and competitive 
environment.  
 
A practicing teacher in the UAE, Amal, told her story to Gallagher (2011) who was a 
Western academic working in the UAE. Amal told of her own growth as a teacher 
being caught up in the reform program. Her story exemplifies Smith’s dilemma of 
being torn ‘between my understanding of myself as a person of this place and my 
emerging yet profound awareness that this place participates in a reality heavily 
influenced by, and implicated in, larger pictures’ (Smith, 2006, in Gallagher, 2011, 
p.144). Amal’s story underscores how human self-understanding is increasingly lived 
in tension between the local and the global (Gallagher, 2011). 
 
The conflict between the norms of Islam and those of modern secular education 
highlights the bifurcation of these societies into modern secular and traditional 
Islamic construction of knowledge. ‘Adding the curricula of secular schools to the 
curricula used in religious institutions cannot be expected to bridge the chasm 
between two systems that differ in respect of origin, worldview, objectives, 
methodology, and epistemology’ (Dangor, 2005, p.520). Teaching of the natural and 
biological sciences in schools in Arabic states under foreign curriculum reform 
programs is by definition forced to inculcate ‘the dominant philosophies of Western 
thinkers like Darwin, Freud and Marx who explain actions in terms of mechanical 
causation. In the importation of a Western curriculum into the UAE, no regard was 
given to the reality that disciplines such as physical science, chemistry, biology, 
mathematics, history, geography and economics make no reference to the 
metaphysical realm’ (Brohi, 1988 in Dangor, 2005, p.7). There is no such elision in 
Arabic culture. How would a classroom in Al Ain implementing a curriculum from 
New South Wales be expected to reconcile this?  
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A critical perspective 
Using autoethnography as a way to analyse the cultural and educational context I was 
working within, I began to feel that a critical lens was imperative. I felt the need to 
voice a critical perspective where silence had prevailed. I extended my reading to 
include the works of others who were using critical autoethnography to voice their 
opposition to experiences of inequity. Critical autoethnography often begins with 
feelings of ethical responsibility when trying to address injustice within a particular 
setting (Madison, 2012). In my thesis I was seeking to challenge the hegemonic 
norms of the reform agenda through the apparently simple act of telling my stories.  
 
In defining autoethnography as a critical method of research, Boylorn and Orbe 
(2014) use three major features of critical theory as a basis for their ideas: ‘To 
understand the lived experiences of real people in context, to examine social 
conditions and to uncover oppressive power arrangements, and to fuse theory and 
action to challenge processes of dominance’ (p.20).  
 
I could not convey my UAE experience in the writing of my thesis without critically 
examining these processes and the power structures that I was part of. At times I 
wrote from a place of anger and frustration towards what I viewed to be a flawed 
reform process. As the new became familiar I felt particularly vulnerable in my dual 
role as participant and critic. An edited collection by Tilley-Lubbs & Calva (2016) 
Re-Telling Our Stories: Critical Autoethnographic Narratives problematises 
experiences that combine issues of critical pedagogy with the writing of 
autoethnography. This book extends the importance of the original Ellis and Bochner 
(2000) article that I had read back in 2008. I could feel the way that the authors had 
tried to grapple with issues of difference on a personal level and I felt that this was 
exactly what I was attempting to do. 
 
Critical autoethnography combines ethnography, autobiography, and critical 
pedagogy to shape a methodology that allowed me to examine myself as an educator 
who was critiquing a program that I was a participant in. To state that I was a part of a 
dominant culture in this change process was complex. As a Western woman I was not 
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part of the powerful Emirati elite but I was a part of a group who had been given the 
power by that elite to implement change in the schools there.  
 
Reading the work of other critical autoethnographers allowed me to see how this 
approach could be used to provide a more complex account of what is at play when 
different cultural perspectives are present in a relationship and how the participant 
researcher role could be problematised. In the zone of intercultural contact, a lack of 
understanding is ocurring on both sides of ‘socially and emotionally constructed 
borders’ (Tilley-Lubbs & Calva, 2016, p.3). I saw how coming to accept this situation 
as a journey was something that I was familiar with. I began to wonder if my personal 
conflict at the intersection of participant and critic had been noticed by others and 
what impact this had had on those that I was working with in the school.   
 
Using a critical lens as a way to theorise about my lived experiences has allowed me 
to see that my position of power as a school reformer oppressed those that I had been 
sent to assist. Ethically this placed the teachers I was working with and myself in a 
vulnerable position. Critical pedagogy provided the theoretical framework that helped 
me to articulate my opposition to a reform program that was taken for granted as a 
positive place for all to coexist within. A critical viewpoint allowed me to examine 
this phenomenon and to reflexively question my own relationships with experiences 
that I had in my position of power and privilege. I handled this situation by 
internalising my thoughts while I was in the UAE; they were difficult to share with 
others as I feared that they may not agree with me. In the end perhaps my way of 
ultimately handling such a mismatch of my role and my beliefs was to escape from it. 
A pedagogical dilemma 
The principal I was working with thought the old curriculum was fine and that they 
managed things well at the school and seemed puzzled as to why we had been brought 
in to change something that did not need fixing. Why had the Sheikh and his advisors 
not met with the school leaders to explain what would be happening and why they 
thought that changes needed to be made? Were the schools really underperforming or 
did they appear that way against a range of Western devised tests and measures? I 
kept reminding myself that all cultures are dynamic and that no education system 
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remains static. But I wasn’t so sure about the idea of reform any more. I had been part 
of an education system at home that tried to implement one reform after another, 
although many seemed to have little impact on the actual learning and well-being of 
the students.  
 
I saw that we were interfering in the long-held traditions and practices of people 
living within their own country and culture. However, I found it very difficult to 
accept that teachers mainly stood at the front of the classroom and talked. Wouldn’t it 
be good if the girls were more involved and were presented with tasks that they could 
connect with rather than learning everything by rote? The geography teacher who 
spent her weekend making a large relief map out of papier-mâché that showed 
valleys, mountains and the formation of river beds was missing the opportunity for 
the girls to be given the materials themselves and asked to read and research prior to 
making their own relief maps. Wouldn’t the year 6 and 7 girls have had a greater 
understanding of the actual concepts of what a gram, kilo, cm, metre or kilometre was 
if they had been able to measure and weigh real objects rather than fill out a sheet that 
required them to memorise the number of grams in a kilo or cm in a metre?  
 
This sense of confusion made me think of my previous experiences in cross cultural 
teaching with the Aboriginal students that I worked with in Australia. Education 
Departments and schools had tried to change these students’ ways of learning. 
Schools were instrumental in replacing Aboriginal ways of knowing and surviving 
through the telling of stories, the passing of knowledge from the elders who held the 
wisdom, by placing their children in schools and teaching them what Western 
educators thought was important. Clearly this had not worked. The rate of attendance 
and retention at schools for these Indigenous children is far lower than the rate for the 
general population. The schools that do seem to attract and retain the children are the 
ones run by Indigenous communities themselves. They retain their own languages and 
pass on traditions and practices that are relevant to their locations and situations. 
Would I walk into one of these schools and start to tell the traditional teachers that 
they needed to change? That the children were not doing well in English and 
Mathematics and that they needed to organise things differently so that the school ran 
more like a Western school? I knew I wouldn’t do this in Australia, so why am I 
doing it here? 
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Critical Pedagogy of Place 
Gruenewald (2003) takes the position that ‘critical pedagogy’ and ‘place-based 
education’ are mutually supportive educational traditions, and argues for a conscious 
synthesis that blends the two discourses into a critical pedagogy of place where 
theories of critical pedagogy name the taken for granted nature of power and 
oppression related to gender, religion, cultural and social groups that have been 
marginalised for many years. Critical pedagogy evolves from the well-established 
discourse of critical theory (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993; Burbules & Berk, 1999; 
Freire, 1970/1995; McLaren & Giroux, 1990). 
Currently, educational concern for local space is overshadowed by both the 
discourse of accountability and by the discourse of economic competitiveness 
to which it is linked. Place becomes a critical construct not because it is in 
opposition to economic well-being (it is not), but because it focuses attention 
on analysing how economic and political decisions impact particular 
places. … Place, in other words, foregrounds a narrative of local and regional 
politics that is attuned to the particularities of where people actually live, and 
that is connected to global development trends that impact local places. 
Articulating a critical pedagogy of place is thus a response against educational 
reform policies and practices that disregard places and that leave assumptions 
about the relationship between education and the politics of economic 
development unexamined. (Gruenewald, 2003, p.3). 
 
Here Gruenewald makes a link between critical pedagogy and place and suggests that 
educational reform disregards place when global trends related to accountability take 
precedence over local community desires and needs. I had started to take notice at the 
school of which teaching and learning practices were a reflection of place based 
teaching. In one sense, all teaching observed the local Muslim culture and the 
teaching of the Qur’an, in how people ate, communicated and interacted with the 
place that they lived in. In the sense of bringing local place into the classroom or 
taking the students out of the school, this was very limited. The one walk around the 
local area that I participated in required the girls in years 6 and 7 to walk for two 
kilometres around the local streets to raise money for a local charity. The route had to 
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be planned ahead of time with two police cars at the front and two at the back of the 
group of around 150 girls for the short time that the walk was underway.  
 
Place was also not considered when the NSW Education Department sold their 
curriculum documents for all subject/curriculum areas in Primary and Secondary 
sectors to Abu Dhabi Education Council to implement in their schools. Local unions, 
teacher groups, parents, indigenous groups and community members had all had input 
into the development of curriculum documents that would meet the needs of students 
in NSW prior to the production of these documents. To have these same documents 
reproduced and sent to schools in the UAE certainly disregarded input from any local 
groups in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi.  
 
There were no debates regarding the value of education or questions asked related to 
the purposes of school education. An assumption was made that place was not 
significant and that educational reform as a global trend could meet all needs. The 
immediate priority was to purchase a set of curriculum documents for the Abu Dhabi 
Emirate as quickly as possible without thought about who should be educated, the 
purpose of education or the way education should be delivered.     
 
When reading Freire several years ago I noted that he does not thoroughly explore the 
spatial aspects of situationality but work from his seminal Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970) demonstrates the importance of space, or place, to critical pedagogy’s origins. 
Being in a situation has a spatial, geographical, contextual dimension. Reflecting on 
one’s situation corresponds to reflecting on the space(s) one inhabits; acting on one’s 
situation often corresponds to changing one’s relationship to a place. Freire asserts 
that acting on one’s situatedness, what Gruenewald (2003) calls decolonisation and 
reinhabitation, makes one more human. It is this spatial dimension of situationality, 
and its attention to social transformation, that connects critical pedagogy with a 
pedagogy of place. Both discourses are concerned with the contextual, geographical 
conditions that shape people and the actions people take to shape these conditions. 
 
To a limited extent the curriculum that was developed in NSW would have met 
certain local needs but with the current global focus on standards and testing this 
curriculum would not be prioritising place specific learnings. ‘In place of actual 
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experience with the phenomenal world, educators are handed, and largely accept, the 
mandates of a standardized, “placeless” curriculum and settle for the abstractions and 
simulations of classroom learning’ (Gruenewald, 2003, p.8). ‘Good’ teachers can 
adapt specific curriculum standards to meet local needs by engaging students in 
specific place teaching in their own locations but these more relevant units of work 
are often pushed to reduced time slots when other areas are prioritised. ‘At the most 
general level a critical pedagogy must be a pedagogy of place, that is, it must address 
the specificities of the experiences, problems, languages, and histories that 
communities rely upon to construct a narrative of collective identity and possible 
transformation’ (McLaren & Giroux, 1990, p.263). Allowing children to experience 
place-based learning allows them to create a collective identity that encourages 
connections with others. Our ‘identities’ are closely linked to the geographies of 
landscape and the experiences that we have in these places. These experiences can 
take many forms.  
Conclusion 
As I began to settle into my role as Management Advisor I could see more and more 
differences in the way that people worked, built relationships and made decisions. We 
had been given little advice in regards to cultural differences and were expected to 
discover these as we became more familiar with this place. The school improvement 
program had started in haste with little time to prepare those who would be living and 
working away from their homes in this Arabic setting. The principals and teachers 
had not been prepared for us either and the new ways that we might want to work 
with them.  
 
Absent from company meetings and management advisors’ meetings was any 
discussion about the inappropriate practice of the colonisation of the education system 
of one culture by another. No concession was made to the fact that one group was 
being dominated by another; that one set of strongly held learning and teaching 
beliefs was being taken over by those of a very different culture.  
 
A critical lens was the analytical perspective most immediately presented by the 
position I found myself in, as I became more aware of the political implications of the 
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program I was employed in. In the following chapter I move away from this critical 
perspective to consider the personal implications of being in a place that was in many 
ways strange to me and in which I was a stranger. In Place and Subjectivity, I explore 
my experience of self in a new place as a way of creating a wider field of inquiry, one 
that allows a range of different stories to emerge and leads me to consider the role of 
place itself in how we come to know and define ourselves. 
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Chapter 6: 
Place and Subjectivity 
 
 
 Sand dunes outside Al Ain                Photo courtesy of Moraig Minns 
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Introduction 
I can still visualise the gentle soft slopes of the sand dunes and the shapes that they 
formed as the sun set. The bright colours of the purple and red bougainvillea along 
the road sides waving in the breeze to be noticed. The shapes of the buildings in 
the distant haze of a breeze filled with sand to form a muted skyline as I 
approached Abu Dhabi or Dubai in my little rental car. Driving while playing the 
music that I loved from home. My memories form a continuum with moments of 
joy, drama, excitement and of boredom and frustration tinged with hope. 
The blast of the heat as I left my apartment every morning for school, the smell of 
the dry dust from the scorching sun on the road, the touch of the three special 
kisses on my right cheek by the teachers after I returned each time from holidays. 
My hand taken, I am pulled forward as we share the three kisses, one after the 
other, pressing cheek to cheek. ‘One from my mother, one from my sisters, one 
from me,’ they say. I heard this each time in Arabic until I came to know what it 
meant. The feel of their skin on mine, one, two, three times, lingers even now 
(Memories from the UAE). 
 
The place I left 
Gippsland is my childhood home. The place where I was born and where I returned to 
live as an adult. The quintessential green rolling hills punctuated by small towns 
positioned around farming and coal mining industries. The area is known for its high 
rainfall and its often unpredictable climate. Winter is cold and wet. It rains day after 
day and small lakes of water take over the green of the paddocks. Water drips off the 
leaves of the trees and the ground becomes soggy. Water oozes up around my boots 
as I walk through our front paddock to collect wood for the fire in our old rusty 
wheelbarrow.  
 
We have a view across the Latrobe Valley to a mountain range that is often tipped 
with snow in winter. At the other extreme it can be scorching hot in summer. In 2009 
hot winds raged around our area on a 46C day (115 F) that became known as Black 
Saturday, when wildfire burned houses, farms and bush. Eleven people died on that 
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day in our local area. We evacuated our place and came back a few days later to see 
our large front lawn covered in ash and burnt twigs, and smoking stumps in the bush 
across the road from our driveway. Every winter we live with the possibilities of 
flooded roads and trees blown onto power lines in high winds. Summer sees us doing 
an annual clean up around our 6 acres to clear a well-defined two metre fire break. 
From our back hill I can see across a valley to the property that my grandparents 
bought in 1919.  
Place as methodology 
Through my experience of living in a new country, I increasingly became interested 
in place based research as a methodology within an autoethnographic framework. 
Many of my journal entries related closely to place and my own sense of belonging. I 
wanted to know more about how place had influenced me in the past and how I 
responded to place in the UAE. My relationship to place had changed during my years 
living in New South Wales and Western Australia as I had lived outside Victoria for 
over 15 years. Returning to my place of birth in Gippsland in 1993 and living only 10 
kilometres from the farm that my grandparents bought in 1919 had stirred feelings 
that I had previously not acknowledged or explored. Seeing my own sons, nephews 
and niece interact with the land owned by their great grandparents had stimulated an 
interest in how people interact with place over time. These interests helped me form 
the questions that I felt a strong need to pursue. 
 
‘Place is both a specific local place and a metaphysical imaginary… presented as an 
alternative lens through which to construct knowledge about the world’ (Somerville, 
2010, p.330). For me this sense of place can be an emotion, a fragrance, a shape or a 
piece of music. It can be complex and multilayered and can change over time. My 
relationship to place has been enabled through stories and images that I have carried 
with me. 
 
The term place has a long history and multiple meanings. In this thesis, I focus on 
place through embodied memories, stories and images; a sense of place from my 
place of birth to the negotiation of place in a new country. Somerville proposes the 
reconceptualisation of place through three key elements or principles: 
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 our relationship to place is constituted in stories and other representations;  
 place learning is local and embodied;  
 and deep place learning occurs in a contact zone of contestation (Somerville, 
in Somerville, Power & de Carteret, 2009, p.8). 
Deconstructing my stories allows me to discuss how they have shaped my 
relationship to place. Putting my embodied experiences at the centre of my memories 
provides a powerful connection in the discussion of becoming self and other. The 
specific local places that I discuss relate to the contested spaces of the contact zone 
where we need to become other to ourselves. 
To take up this self that is in a process of becoming, and extend it into an 
ontology of emergence as becoming other, is far more radical. Such an 
ontology needs to incorporate elements of our past self-history (ontogeny), who 
we imagine ourselves to be, and our embodied relationships with others 
(Somerville, Power & de Carteret 2009, p.10). 
 
In Body/Landscape Journals, Somerville uses her journals to explore body and 
landscape in specific Australian places. As she moves through the landscape the 
reader comes to understand the relationships that she builds along the way. ‘A story is 
a fundamental unit of meaning-making through which we know the world’ 
(Somerville, 2011, p.4). Gannon (2011b, p.45) suggests that ‘Place-making begins 
with the investigation of oneself in place, and with the experience of the body – a 
particular enfleshed body – situated in a particular material and affective landscape.’ 
Living in a New Place 
I had come to a place of unknowing in a land where I had no connections, no history 
and no narrative. Eventually, through driving to and from school, walking the streets 
near my apartment and challenging myself to discover new places to visit I came to 
know this place through the heat, the endless blue cloudless skies and the colour of 
the sand dunes which was like the colour of my own tanned skin in summer.  
 
I felt uneasy as we travelled to school on my first day. It was already hot at 7.45am 
and I wondered if I would ever remember how to find the place on my own as 
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every roundabout and road seemed to look the same. There was nothing familiar 
for me to identify with in terms of landmarks. My eyes were seeing unfamiliar 
houses and roads. We arrived at the school and the guard on the gate waved us in. 
He knew the car as one of my team had offered to give me a lift with her to work. 
Teachers were arriving, some driving with only their eyes visible and some being 
driven to school with their faces fully covered with long sheer black veils.  
I turned around to see the guard shutting the gate after the last few cars entered 
the driveway. The little garden at the front of the school had a few hardy plants 
growing out of the sand. I couldn’t recognise any of these small leafed prickly 
bushes. I knew that broad leaf plants would lose too much precious water to 
survive here. I wondered how the palms survived in this heat. The acting 
principal’s office was huge. We were introduced and shook hands. We said a few 
things in English and she welcomed me to her school. She invited me to sit at the 
other large glass topped desk in her office. I was unsure if I was meant to work in 
this office or with the team in the office upstairs. I couldn’t say no and offend her 
so I sat down and began to unpack my laptop. She said she would show me around 
the school later when the girls were all in class. Teachers came and went from the 
office to clock on at the computer by the door. Some came over to meet me and to 
shake hands. Others looked shy and turned away to slip quickly out the door.  
We sat in silence for quite a while. It was a silence filled with tension for me. She 
was taking phone calls and writing down things in a small book. She told me I 
could use the desktop computer that was set up on a shelf to the left of my desk. I 
turned it on and Arabic came up on the screen. I tried to connect to the internet but 
there was no internet at the school. I accidently found my way to a blank word 
document and noticed that all of the keys had Arabic symbols on them. I had 
nothing to do so I started to type and the cursor moved to the right of the page and 
I typed a range of Arabic letters as it moved across the page to the left. I panicked 
as I realised that I could not do even the simplest things here like type or connect 
to the internet (Journal, September 2007). 
That initial sense of panic did not leave me for quite a few days. There was no process 
that I could fit into my way of knowing. I could not access the language, the written 
documents or even the computer. I was in a state of suspension, everything seemed 
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confusing. The dislocation felt complete and utterly incapacitating. I realised later that 
I had just assumed that things would be set up for me in some way that would suit my 
needs. I had not anticipated having a computer with only an Arabic keyboard. I 
remember staring at the screen thinking about my use of language and the sudden 
disconnection I had felt between my mental construction of language and the actual 
text that I could no longer bring to life on this computer. I could no longer use the 
symbolic representations of my language to bring a familiar meaning to this space.  
I write of the undoing of self; of waiting in the chaotic space of unknowing; of 
the absences and disjunctures of the liminal space with no narrative; of the 
relational nature of any becoming-other-to-oneself through research 
engagement (Somerville, 2011, p.19). 
 
I was relieved when the acting principal said she would show me around. Her English 
was quite good and she was proud of her school. She told me some months later that 
she knew we would get on fine because she saw on the first day that I had ‘kind eyes’. 
Our relationship developed slowly but steadily as we began to share stories about our 
families, our pasts and our hopes for the future. My negotiation of the here and now 
would be a slow and challenging process.  
I was unsure what the teachers thought of me each morning as I greeted them on the 
way up to my office. They had classified me according to their notion of how an 
experienced teacher, school principal, wife and mother should behave according to 
their own experiences of these roles. These teachers didn’t have the chance to see me 
in my place of familiarity or belonging, in an Australian school or at home with my 
family. While the teachers were trying to adapt to the changes being thrust upon them 
I was negotiating a new geographic and social knowledge. 
 
Everything in this new place required a negotiation. Driving from one place to 
another was a negotiation, driving on the right, planning ahead with water, a fully 
charged phone and appropriate clothing. I needed the right currency and the 
knowledge to orientate myself to the physical terrain. Shopping, trying out new 
products and trying to find familiar ones while balancing a mix of English and 
rudimentary Arabic. By far the greatest challenge emerged in the school where I 
worked. I loved the simple starkness of the school building that seemed to reflect a 
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pure white heat but as soon as I entered the complicated greetings and tasks would 
need to be negotiated.  
An uninvited guest 
Thinking about my place in the UAE reminded me of experiences in Derby working 
with Aboriginal teenagers in the school there. Arriving in a community knowing very 
little about the social and geographic aspects of these places. Feeling ‘out of place’ by 
not knowing the language and many of the social rules of those I was working with. 
Being part of a privileged group given the power and agency to make changes made 
me feel uncomfortable. My stay in the UAE would be fleeting and therefore my 
connection with this place would be shallow. I didn’t have the history or the strong 
social, familial and environmental connections to put down roots. My roots and 
connections were back in Australia. 
 
I had a strong desire to belong somewhere. Knowing that I could always return home 
to Australia to my place of birth and to my family made me feel like a transient 
outsider. In the end I knew I had an escape route. While I always felt like an outsider 
in the UAE I didn’t feel homeless. This new place was temporary and was changing 
daily as I learnt to negotiate my surroundings and the people I came in contact with. 
There was still the thrill of finding something new to negotiate or a new place to visit 
but it was temporary. My place as an Australian was firmly entrenched in my 
behaviour, in my stories and in my role as a Management Advisor at the school. 
While many of the teachers treated me with kindness and respect I felt that I had 
turned up to disrupt the pedagogical practices that had been formed as a part of their 
cultural belief systems. At times I felt like the uninvited guest. I was tolerated but not 
quite trusted. Living in this different place allowed me to explore new notions of 
body/place and landscape and the feelings that these experiences evoked.  
 
Locating myself 
I joined the Harriers running/walking group two days ago. A group of people from 
our company and Australians and New Zealanders who worked in hospitals, 
schools and universities. The Australian couple who organised the runs/walks and 
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emailed us each week’s route were an Australian couple who had lived in Al Ain 
for 17 years and raised their son there. They knew all the good places to go.  
We all drove out near the rocky golf course past the industrial section of the city 
that was surrounded by sand dunes in the distance. We parked and stood talking 
together for a while until more people arrived. Although it was 5.00pm it was still 
over 40 degrees and I had my water bottle in my hand. I wondered how far I would 
get walking and running in this heat. People took off across the broken rocks and 
sand heading towards a waddi (dry creek bed) that had a few stunted trees by its 
banks. I started jogging but then had to slow down to a walking pace. The 
landscape reminded me of outback Australia but even harsher for some reason. It 
was a large flat area, except for the waddi. I walked slowly down into the waddi 
trying not to slip on the rubble. I was told it would only flow briefly every three or 
four years.  
The sky was still blue with not a cloud in sight. The heat was oppressive and I 
noticed that I kept looking around hoping to see some green somewhere. Even the 
stunted bushes were more of a grey colour as their small leaves were covered in 
dirt and sand. Next week we will be running through a date palm plantation that 
has paths through it near the road to Dubai (Journal, February 2008). 
Meeting and mixing with people who spoke English was a crutch that I began to lean 
on. I wanted to meet with local people outside of school but was unsure how to do 
that. After a few months I had begun to negotiate the physical landscape. This place 
learning also involved my work at the school and my knowledge of the city. The 
houses and roads began to take on a familiar presence and I began to feel calmer 
driving on roads that I had driven on before. The structures in the middle of the 
roundabouts began to resemble things that I could recognise and locate myself by. My 
understanding of these places had changed and would continue to evolve, much like 
the sand dunes in the wind around Al Ain. 
Sand 
The sand of the desert around Al Ain has no stability; it moves constantly, not rooted 
to the earth. The wind blows the sand across the road and the next day it has blown it 
back in a different direction. As the sun moves the shadows thrown by the peaks of 
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the sand dunes stretch out to reach across the next dune. These pointing shadows 
seemed to be suggesting something in the distance.  
 
The landscape at home feels like solid earth that has been nourished by the flesh and 
bones of my ancestors. My home landscape takes on the memories of my 
grandparents and great grandparents. Their parents came from Ireland, Scotland and 
England. A photo of my maternal great grandmother on her arrival in Melbourne from 
Ireland in 1856 shows a stern woman who would have needed all her determination 
and strength to drag her long dresses through the mud on the goldfields of Ballarat 
where they headed in the middle of winter. This landscape of my home that is so often 
wet and muddy dragging on the edges of the idea of my great grandmother is the 
same weighty feeling that I have about my attachment to my home place.  
 
Landscape can be understood as ‘the specialization of being’, which involves the 
understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject, it is 
about the body and being in the world (Tilley, 1994, p.12). We endeavour to bridge 
the distance between ourselves and our landscape through our perceptions (seeing, 
smelling, hearing, touching and tasting) bodily actions and movements and 
‘intentionality, emotion and awareness residing in systems of belief and decision 
making, remembrance and evolution’ (Tilley, 1994, p.12). The smells and sounds in 
particular have stayed with me long after my return to Australia. The call to prayer in 
a movie or that hot smell of sand and dirt in the air sets off memories of being in a 
new place again, of feeling anxious in the heat; do I have a water bottle and the slight 
panic that I may be lost. It’s an embodied uneasiness that I felt at the time. The smell 
of spices in an Indian or Pakistani restaurant here brings back warmer more 
comfortable memories of meals out enjoyed with friends.  
 
I got out of my car once on the way back from the camel races. I decided I wanted to 
find out what it felt like to walk on the sand. From a distance it looked like velvet, it 
looked solid until I walked on it. There are no signposts. No way of showing the 
direction for me to travel. No fork in the road to ask myself, should I take this path or 
that? No way of knowing if I am travelling in the right direction. The peaks and the 
troughs all begin to look the same, unfamiliar yet similar in shape and colour. What is 
up ahead? I climb that peak only to see more of the same right to the horizon. I turn 
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and look back. There are my foot prints in the sand but they will be gone soon too. I 
still won’t know what direction I’m travelling in.   
In my second week in the UAE the Australian couple from upstairs took me up to 
the roof of our two storey apartment building. There was a narrow stairway from 
the 2nd floor that led to a door that opened onto the roof of the building. We went 
up at night and I could feel the heat rising from the surface. The air smelt hot and 
dusty. There were over a dozen air-conditioning units spread around the roof top. 
On one side there was a large space where we later set up a shade cover with 
chairs so we could sit at night and share stories over a wine or two. On this first 
visit to the roof top I was impressed by the lights of Al Ain and the heat of the night 
time air. It was October and still very hot, Winter would begin in December and 
day time temperatures would drop below 30 degrees Celsius. Nights would drop to 
around 20 degrees. 
I always prided myself on having a good sense of direction at home in Australia. I 
always instinctively knew where north was. It was a part of my consciousness. The 
four compass points are always present for me. On the roof in Al Ain that night in 
my first week I knew that I was disoriented. ‘Which way is north, Nerissa?’ I knew 
this was a test but I couldn’t help pointing to exactly where I thought north was. I 
lifted my arm and pointed. ‘Haha, that’s south, Nerissa.’ I hadn’t adjusted to being 
in the northern hemisphere yet. If I had been at home I would have been correct. 
My body had not adjusted and I felt dislocated from my surroundings (Journal, 
September 2007). 
I had vivid mental images of a landscape of desert nomads, hundreds of years ago 
where men and women in long robes trekked slowly through the scorching deserts of 
the Middle East, possessing a unique knowledge of sustaining life in such a harsh 
environment. The dunes were so evocative that I would not have been surprised to see 
a camel train slowly moving across the peaks of the dunes on their travels to places 
unknown to me.  
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Sand 
I’ve felt that heat 
and smelt it 
sinking 
where is shade? 
water? 
sinking in sand. 
A tall fair woman on her own 
One of the peculiarities about locating myself in this new culture was experiencing 
gendered relationships from different points of reference. Shopping was always 
interesting and I never felt anxious walking through the souks or back streets of Al 
Ain, Abu Dhabi or Dubai. The sense of wonderment of the new and unfamiliar 
surroundings was always there for me. Always stared at but never felt threatened. The 
harsh Sharia laws of this Muslim country could see a man imprisoned for the 
uninvited touching of women by a stranger. I heard of attacks on women from their 
families but never from a stranger. In the United Arab Emirates 55% of the population 
were males from Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka or the Philippines. They were deprived of 
female company as their wives and families were back at home being sustained by the 
money that the men were sending to them. These men were treated as a lower class by 
the locals and were often shouted at in shops and treated badly on their work sites. 
Confiscating a passport would have been a real consequence for any type of poor 
behaviour that was reported. A six day working week allowed these men to have 
Friday off for prayer and for dressing in their best clothes and to visit parks and 
shopping malls. I was never sure if the look in their eyes was fear, respect or 
something else. A tall fair skinned Western woman was not a common sight in Al 
Ain. Even a smile exchanged seemed like a risk, I didn’t know how a smile would be 
interpreted, but I didn’t feel afraid. 
 
I was continually confused by the habits of people I did not understand. Emirati men 
carry themselves with an air of confidence and ease in this familiar place that is theirs. 
They walk to the front of queues when ordering coffee and often speak over other 
shoppers when asking for assistance. It is hard to know if this is a confidence 
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associated with power in the form of wealth and a patriarchal society or if it is a lack 
of awareness of those around them and of social behaviours that apply in many other 
countries. I tried not to be judgemental but I could feel myself doing it. I wasn’t 
accustomed to be shoved aside or talked over in a shop. I didn’t understand so I would 
step back and stay quiet. These men grew up in a country where a man can choose to 
have two or three wives. Where sisters, partners and mothers must obey their 
decisions. Brothers forbid sisters to drive a car, husbands forbid wives from seeing a 
movie with their friends and sons demand money from their mothers and make 
decisions for them. As I came to understand a little more I could see that women had 
their own sphere of influence in many ways.  
 
The women move easily around the shopping centres appearing to glide above the 
ground in their long abayas that touch the floor, often hiding their feet. At school I see 
a confidence and strength in their friendships and in their working lives. They are 
assertive and stand their ground when keen to maintain their own teaching habits. I 
often wondered what they would be like at home when having to obey the decisions 
of the men around them, or was it different at home. They didn’t speak of these things 
to me very often but when they did they displayed a resignation to the situations that 
they found themselves in. Maybe they complained to their sisters and closest friends 
about the things that they were forbidden to do. One or two complained to our 
translator about their partner’s behaviour and there were always tears when a husband 
took an additional wife. 
The taxi ride to Abu Dhabi 
I have only been in Al Ain for three weeks when Ramadan ends and the Eid break 
allows us to have three days off work plus the weekend. I plan my first trip to Abu 
Dhabi, but I don’t have a licence yet or a hire car. I am on my own as everybody 
else has plans. Others who have been there longer have their passports back so they 
head off to nearby countries. I have a photo copy of my passport as that is required 
for expats to stay in any motels in the UAE. I book into the Hilton hotel by the beach 
on the corniche, close to the city centre and the well-known Emirates Palace.   
I could take a taxi on my own for the 90 minute drive to Abu Dhabi (expensive) or I 
could go to the old taxi rank in the centre of Al Ain and hope to catch a group taxi 
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for much cheaper. I get a local taxi into the old taxi rank and pay a few dirham. I 
am excited but apprehensive. I can feel myself breathing fast, like I’ve been running. 
This is certainly going to test my endurance and my ability to take on something new 
and potentially dangerous. I know that the taxi driver will drive well over the speed 
limit but I guess I’m prepared to take that risk. I will also have to squeeze into a taxi 
with men. Women don’t travel on their own like this here. 
I walk towards the square and see several hundred men walking around in groups. 
Some are shouting and others are staring at me. There are a small number of Indian 
or Pakistani women in family groups but I am the only Western person in the area. 
Dozens of taxi drivers are walking around shouting the city name of their 
destination. I walk towards a tall heavy set man in a long white dish dash. He is 
yelling ‘Abu Dhabi Abu Dhabi Abu Dhabi’ so quickly it all sounds like one long 
word. I approach him as others stop to stare at me. I point to his taxi and say ‘Abu 
Dhabi’. He nods and puts my small bag in the boot of his taxi. I take out some 
money and he points to a 20 dirham note so I pay him up front. It’s going to cost me 
the equivalent of $7.00 Australian dollars for the 90 minute ride. He opens one of 
the back doors and I hop into the hot car and sit on the sticky seat. I am relieved 
that I have found what I hope will be a safe ride to Abu Dhabi for my three day stay.  
Two men immediately jump in beside me and we are all pressed close in the back 
seat. After a few minutes a third man get into the front seat and so does the driver. 
He starts the car and turns around to stare at me. ‘No, no, no!’ he yells. Have I done 
something wrong? He turns off the car and comes around to my door. He opens it 
and motions for me to get out. I hop out terrified that he is going to drive off with my 
bag in the boot. He begins to shout and the passenger in the front seat gets out and 
the driver motions for me to get into the front. We swap places and off we go again. 
Maybe the driver thought that I should not be squeezed onto the back seat with these 
unfamiliar men. I get out my book and pretend to look like I am at ease in the hope 
that the others will think that I do this on a regular basis.  
The front is more comfortable and the air conditioner is starting to work. Everybody 
is quiet and the radio is tuned in to an Indian station playing loud music. I can now 
tell the different between Urdu and Arabic after only a few weeks in the country. I 
take regular sips from my ever present water bottle. My perspiration is a 
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combination of fear and the heat. I can feel it under my arms and at the backs of my 
legs. The outside temperature on the dash board says 49 degrees. Not uncommon at 
this time of the year. 
‘You are English or American?’ comes a voice from the back seat. 
I half turn and say, ‘I’m Australian’.  
‘Aaaarrr yes. I am so pleased to hear this. I practise my English and we can talk 
about the cricket.’  
‘You beat India last time, but no more.’ He laughs. 
I can feel his disappointment when I tell him that I know nothing much at all about 
cricket and that I am happy for India to win next time. He asks me who my favourite 
player is and I have to tell him I don’t have one. I know a few cricketers’ names but 
I am not sure if they are dead or alive. I wish I had taken more notice.  
There is silence for a while and then he asks, ‘How many kangaroos have you 
seen?’ 
Safe ground now. ‘Hundreds,’ I say, thinking of the dozens of kangaroos that graze 
in the paddocks at dusk near the university and our house at home. 
We are all dropped off at a central rank in Abu Dhabi and I assume from the 
discussion that he has to head straight back to Al Ain. I have no idea where the 
Hilton is so I walk for a few blocks and catch another local taxi hoping that I will be 
able to make myself understood. It is much more humid here by the coast and I can’t 
wait to splash my face with cold water.  
The driver finds the Hilton within ten minutes and drops me by the front door. I am 
terrified that maybe my booking has not been processed and that I might have to 
find somewhere else to stay in this place where I know nobody. All is fine and I am 
shown to my room. The room is lavish and I notice as I look out the window that 
there are several pools and that the Hilton has its own roped off section of the 
beach. I wonder if I will ever understand the extreme contrasts in this country. 
There are people lying in the shade sipping what look like cocktails (Journal, 
October 2007). 
I was excited that I had negotiated the trip on my own. Maybe I would be alright 
taking risks like this in this new country. I was starting to get used to the men staring 
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at me. They didn’t see many tall fair women travelling on their own. I wondered what 
they thought of me. At home I would have looked back and smiled, here I didn’t. I 
wasn’t sure what to do. It felt safer or more polite to just look away.   
Expatriate 
The connection that expatriates have with the landscape in the UAE is varied. They 
move in to run businesses and to build high rise buildings in collaboration with the 
desires of Emirati people. They work alongside Emirati people to manage hospitals, 
tourism and infrastructure. They build state of the art contemporary architecture, they 
pay for tours and safaris through the desert when they visit as tourists. They take 
camel rides and photograph the dunes at sunset revelling in the novelty and shape of 
something foreign to the green rolling hills of their homes. They go to camel races in 
the desert and watched the traditional line dancing of the men with their sticks and the 
young girls who stand in a line, still from the shoulders down while they bow their 
heads and wave their long dark hair letting it fall towards the ground in time with the 
music.  
 
They go for drives through the bare rugged mountains that border the UAE and Oman 
and send photos back home to their friends to help others visualise the pale dirt 
coloured mountains that appeared as impenetrable cliff faces in a barren landscape. 
Some send these photos around the world via email to let others know of the 
‘wonderful time’ they were having.  
 
Most expatriates who settled for a time in the UAE viewed this place as a commodity: 
‘Place was a commodity which was purchased, useable, exchangeable, and saleable, 
and after a time able to be discarded for another’ (Perkins & Thorns, 2012, p.12). 
Many expats worked in the UAE for the high non-taxable salaries, some went for the 
experience and many for both. Many national groups in the UAE would have had 
differing and multiple senses of place in this one setting. Place making for the 55% of 
workers from Pakistan, India, the Philippines and Sri Lanka who sent the bulk of their 
salaries home each week, who often lived in poverty, would have been far different 
from the place making of those managers and professionals just passing through for a 
year or two.  
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Coming to know this place meant that I also tried to understand the roles of 
Westerners in the lives of the locals. Were we resented by many or tolerated because 
we could provide a service? I remember two vastly different conversations in my 
early months at the school. In the first, I had left a father of two of the girls in the 
waiting room at the front of the school. He would wait here until I found his daughters 
as he was taking them to the dentist. His English was very good and he spoke to me at 
length about our wonderful program and how he appreciated us being in the school to 
‘improve the teaching here’. He was a senior public servant in a government office. 
Then a few weeks later after a full day of National Day celebrations in the school I 
had asked a few of the girls if they had had a good time and whether their mothers 
had come for some of the celebrations. One said, ‘It was fun but my mother did not 
come and she thinks that all you English people should go home. You are not Muslim 
and you should not be here.’ I had sensed that some of the mothers had not wanted us 
in the school from a few comments that I had heard from teachers.  
 
The responses to our presence were varied and complex, as they would be in any 
country undergoing education reforms that was receiving significant input from those 
viewed as foreigners. The father who had spoken to me had talked of globalisation 
and of bringing education in the UAE up to Western standards. I was ambivalent 
about this but I had nodded and smiled. I knew that many of the teachers in the school 
were fighting hard to keep their text books and their traditional ways of teaching.  
The Carnival of Laughter 
As we started to feel a growing sense of dislocation as a group of foreigners working 
together in a new place we began to create diversions to disrupt the daily pressures 
from our company and from the school. We were beginning to discuss our home 
countries and the families we had left behind. We talked in different ways about how 
we belonged in our respective home countries. We were displaced from our homes 
and our cultural contexts. While we could converse in the one language we all missed 
being able to share the colloquialisms of our own places at home.  
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Seeking refuge with the Teacher Advisors upstairs in our office was the most 
comfortable part of my day. We could all speak together in English, share our 
experiences and frustrations. We often came together in the office for the last 30 
minutes of the day. Some days the enthusiasm for the tasks we needed to do ran high, 
but on other days we felt flat and saw that our roles at the school were not producing 
the responses from the teachers and principal that we had hoped for. We often sought 
to release this sense of dislocation by creating diversions. We would shut the door to 
our office to scoot around the tiled floor on our computer chairs on wheels. Squeals 
and laughter allowed us to have a bit of plain old fun as we bumped into each other 
and pushed each other’s chairs out of the way. This became a common practice at the 
end of the school week on a Thursday afternoon. The disruption through humour 
allowed us to feel a sense of power and ownership over a small part of our day. This 
childlike pursuit permitted us to feel the pleasure and comforts of our younger selves. 
For a brief moment our individual realities came together in the one place as we 
sought to disrupt the order of our joint tasks. 
 
Often we would laugh as we pointed out some of the absurdities of our daily work in 
the school or in our reactions to some of the commands from the Ministry of 
Education. We would use the discourse of school reform in an exaggerated way as a 
response to the frustrations that we felt. Humour in the workplace is often used to 
deflect the reality of a situation. Bakhtin calls the ‘carnival of laughter’ a ‘celebrated 
temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order: it 
marked the suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms and prohibitions, the 
feast of becoming, of change’ (Bakhtin, 1981, p.21). This fun and playfulness was ‘at 
the same time cheerful and annihilating,’ and occurred as a response to those in power 
and those being subjected to it (Bakhtin, 1981, p.21). Humour is the dimension of 
transgressive or ‘ludic’ resistance (Lemke, 1995, p.183). When we laughed at some of 
the events that occurred in the school or mocked some of the school reform tasks that 
we were asked to do, we were de-legitimising the discourse of school reform and 
creating a new discourse through our bond as a group. This negotiation of place 
allowed us to add our own touch of colonising of place on our own terms.  
 
Some of the humour was accidental and occurred as a result of misunderstandings 
when people come from a range of countries and backgrounds. 
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It was hilarious today. Kathleen (Teacher Advisor) had phoned to order food for 
lunch as we were all hungry by 12.00 and none of us had brought food to school. 
She phoned through our orders to a shop that did deliveries, carefully explaining 
where the school was. After about 30 minutes and no food had arrived she phoned 
again giving more landmarks for the driver to follow. Maps were never available 
and would not have been used much due to the many different languages spoken 
and the varied methods used to locate unknown destinations. By 1.00pm the food 
had still not arrived and further attempts to explain where the school was seemed 
to be failing. I said “It’s probably in Whoop Whoop by now.” It had just popped 
out as my mother used to say this a lot when I was a kid. This produced a flurry of 
questions. “Where’s that?” “Is that the new town just this side of Abu Dhabi?” 
(Journal, May 2008).  
Once I had stopped laughing and had explained that Whoop Whoop was not a real 
place we all agreed that some days there seemed to be a large black hole in the middle 
of the room, which our statements disappeared into when others didn’t understand 
what had been said. We agreed that this black hole was full of potentially funny 
comments and colloquialisms that others didn’t have a shared meaning for. This black 
space was often referred to when somebody became confused. Although we all spoke 
English, it was an English that we had learned in very different places through very 
different experiences. 
 
Being in the contact zone every day led to tensions from the continual negotiation of 
coming to know place. Some days the pressure to complete the impossible led us to 
move away from this source of continual angst to act out, to avoid drowning. To 
disrupt the agenda we would move into almost hysterical moments of silliness. We 
reversed our roles as calm and professional advisors to that of silly childlike creatures.   
Some of the humour was related to intentional actions with one or more of us acting 
as the trickster. Boredom or bucking the system in this work space led to a number of 
pranks. Often I was the trickster. 
We are all hanging out for the summer break…7 weeks back at home for all of us. 
We only have two weeks to go and exams are in full swing so we’ve had to back off 
on the meetings and Professional Development with the teachers but we’ve been 
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helping out with the piles of exams and the sorting and delivering of the papers for 
each year level from the Ministry. 
Alia (the translator) had bought me an abaya and a shayla in Abu Dhabi and had 
presented them to me on her arrival at school one day last week. The team 
members were all keen for me to try them on. I wandered off to the toilets and 
changed and put my hair up under the shayla to give the right line for the top of 
the head. The shayla is a sheer black scarf that covers the head and the face. The 
wearer can see shapes through it but others cannot see the face or the eyes of the 
wearer. 
With this on I could play a joke on the principal. I could pretend to be an angry 
mother and get the secretary to show me into her office and explain what the issue 
is. I would not speak as my voice would give me away, even if I greeted her in 
Arabic. We all agreed that this was a splendid idea so with the shayla covering my 
head I went downstairs and worded the secretary up on the trick. She thought it 
would be very funny so we fabricated a story about a mother being angry as her 
daughter had been allowed to talk to a boy near the front gate of the school. I 
walked into the principal’s office behind the secretary as she explained why I was 
angry… I did a lot of nodding and “humphing”. The principal jumped out of her 
chair and stood behind it, shielding herself from me. I whipped off the shayla and 
she gasped and then laughed. I had half expected her to shout at me. We had a 
good laugh together and I hope she saw the human side of me (Journal, June 
2008). 
Knowing what I know now she may well have thought I was just a silly Western 
woman. Emirati women usually laugh quietly, carry themselves with grace and don’t 
draw attention to themselves. I can only guess at what she may have thought but she 
did tell some of the other staff later and she was laughing at the time. 
 
Later on that day the assistant principal came and asked me if I could drive her to her 
English classes after school as her driver had taken the car to get fixed. I was happy to 
do that and we chatted as I drove her to the centre of Al Ain for her classes. I told her 
about the trick I had played on the principal and I could see her shoulders shaking 
with laughter under her veil and abaya. She told me that the principal would have 
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been scared of ‘the angry mother’ as a principal in the local area had been attacked by 
an angry parent at a nearby school last year. The parent had been so angry that she 
had taken her shoe off and hit the principal on the head with it. She explained that this 
was the biggest insult one person could inflict on another. In our culture, she said, the 
feet and the bottom of a shoe are the dirtiest and most evil thing to use to touch a 
person with. For days I could not get the image of a mother hitting the principal on 
the head with a shoe out of my head. I was not surprised then that the principal had 
put the chair between herself and me. A few days later I apologised to her and said 
that I had hoped I had not scared her. She said that afterwards she had seen it as funny 
but I had been given a glimpse of the scene through her side of the veil. My 
enactment of a light-hearted prank, initiated through my having come into possession 
of the means to veil myself and urged on by others, then appeared very differently to 
me and inserted a strong sense of ambiguity into how I constructed the space between 
self and other in this situation. 
I see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up 
behind the surface; I am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow 
that gives my own visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there 
where I am absent (Foucault, 1984, p.4). 
 
In my attempts to occupy this place I had begun to create a more comfortable space 
for myself by resorting to the use of humour. Humour assisted me to avoid the 
discomfort of difference when at work in the school. Somerville & Perkins refer to a 
‘two way awkwardness’ of talking and working with people in the contact zone. 
‘Accepting the discomfort of difference as the fundamental basis of border work is a 
beginning to achieving the work of collaboration’ (Somerville & Perkins, 2003, 
p.262). Accepting that discomfort of difference in the contact zone challenged my 
need to regain order and to mend relationships so that everything would flow 
smoothly. Accepting an awkward silence or allowing a space of discomfort to evolve 
went against every urge I had to create comfortable relationships in the school. 
During my years as a teacher and principal I was valued for my relationship building 
and my ability to resolve issues of tension. In the UAE I had to try to let that go and to 
view the discomfort zone as an unresolved space rather than focusing too early on 
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solutions to issues that would have been complex and varied. These were issues that I 
sometimes did not understand.  
 
Humour was often a strategy that I used at home in Australia if caught in an 
uncomfortable or unfamiliar space. It was not until much later that I came to 
understand my reasons for adding humour to my days. This was a way that I could 
gain control of my situation by creating a more enabling place that I could have power 
over generating and would allow me to cover that ‘discomfort zone’. I had very little 
agency over any of the processes at the school or in our company. Taking control of a 
situation by allowing us to laugh helped me to think more positively about the school 
and my work here. At other times I felt that I was using humour to colonise this place 
to make it more like my home. I had quickly come to some understanding at the 
school about what was proper in this particular time and place and how to moderate 
my behaviour accordingly but so strong were my personal urges to have fun that I 
took chances to disrupt the flow of our work on several occasions. I wondered about 
how much humour and fun is part of a Western practice as a subversive tradition in 
relation to Eastern traditions of humour.  
Heterogeneity and heterotopia 
Somerville recalls Massey’s discussion of place as the ‘thrown togetherness’ which 
propels the need to negotiate the here and now. 
…what is special about place is not some romance of a pre-given collective 
identity or of the eternity of the hills. Rather what is special about place is 
precisely that thrown togetherness, the unavoidable challenge of negotiating a 
here-and-now (itself drawing on a history and a geography of the then and 
there); and a negotiation which must take place within and between both human 
and nonhuman (Massey, 2005, p.140).  
 
Foucault’s concept of heterotopia helped me to think about how the ludic, the absurd, 
the odd juxtapositions thrown up by my experiences in the UAE might have been 
about a kind of place that I found myself in. In this space it became tempting to throw 
into the air the artificial roles of authority and power that we had been given to take 
on a freer more licensed but irresponsible and uninhibited self. Foucault points to this 
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sense of the pressures of an impossible position in his article ‘Of Other Spaces: 
Utopias and Heterotopias’. ‘The heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real 
place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible’ (Foucault, 
1984, p.6). 
 
Foucault identifies a number of different settings for what he calls heterotopic spaces 
–theatre, cemetery, brothels; for me the UAE was another such place. An archetypical 
heterotopic space is the famous Mos Eisley Cantina in the film ‘Star Wars’. In the 
fictional setting of this scene, which was filmed in Tunisia in North Africa, disparate 
groups come together in a meeting point of transient intergalactic trade and 
intersecting economic agenda; it is marked as an emergent space which is both 
chaotic and regulated by incongruous norms. Heterotopias are places where 
‘regardless of the ways in which we have tried to organize space, there are always 
heterotopic elements that threaten to disrupt assumed or implied structures’ 
(Storment, 2007. p 5).  
 
Heterotopic spaces function differently for different people at the same time. One of 
the few times that I was able to befriend a local man involved a Pakistani who would 
come and tap on my lounge room window at dusk about once a week. I never knew 
his name. He would tap on my window and then raise his hand in the motion of 
somebody drinking. I would take a bottle of water out to the street and he would nod 
and smile. On his third or fourth visit he mimed the washing of my car. Thick layers 
of sand covered everything. There were five or six cars outside our flats usually but 
he knew which one was mine. He would then spend about 30 minutes running inside 
to my bathroom filling up a bucket that he then ran outside with. Somehow we 
negotiated a payment of 20 dirham (around $7.00 AUD). He often returned to wash 
my car when he needed money. I usually had leftovers in the fridge, he particularly 
liked my curries. He would stand in the hallway eating quickly from the plate; he 
would never sit down to eat inside and he didn’t care that the meal was cold. A quick 
half bow and a nod and he would be gone. I wondered where he slept or if he worked 
on one of the building sites nearby. These building companies often held the workers’ 
passports until the building project had been completed. During the recession in 2010 
many companies ceased operating due to bankruptcy. These workers would often not 
get their passports back as they would be lost in a mire of red tape and blame. This 
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place was not his home either. I never knew anything about this man or the rest of his 
life apart from this one window where he interacted with my life.  
Shifting Grounds 
The desert has been the landscape of many historical events, but it can also be used as 
a powerful place metaphor on the innermost, individual level. Wandering in the desert 
is an image to convey when we feel lost, abandoned or overwhelmed by an unfamiliar 
place that amplifies our insignificance in the vastness of a place that has no markers. 
 
The warm colours of the sand dunes surrounding Dubai and Abu Dhabi provided an 
exciting geographical image that appealed to me. The unfamiliar nature of the sand 
dunes was intriguing and the dark shadows that seemed to drape from the peaks at 
sunset provided a sharp contrast to the gentle pale colour of the sand. I often stopped 
to take photos but the images never conveyed the vastness of the landscape. I was 
always curious about what was over the next sand dune and on one occasion I had the 
opportunity to investigate. Logically I knew that there were miles and miles of dunes 
but I always expected that there would be something tangible there to see. At home in 
Gippsland I had always wondered what was on the other side of the hills when I was a 
child. ‘Where does that road go, Mum?’ and ‘What is over there past those mountains, 
Dad?’ were frequent questions during our road trips. It felt familiar to me to wonder 
what was over the next sand dune. I was always hoping to find a well of crystal clear 
water but instead I kept seeing mirages that gave me hope but disappeared as I got 
closer. 
 
The substance of the sand dunes was unfamiliar. It was not until I returned to 
Australia that I began to think about the relationship between my experiences in the 
UAE and the nature of the landscape. The nature of my role in this new company 
often meant that I felt lost. There were no signposts or markers to gauge one’s 
progress. No lines to follow or maps to assist with one’s location. At home the ground 
was firm, I knew where I was going and what I needed to do to get there. Here in the 
desert the surface was constantly shifting. I would think that I was progressing only to 
find that I had taking off in the wrong direction. Occasionally the landscape was 
hostile and impenetrable making me feel inadequate and vulnerable. Sometimes the 
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surface was clear and clean but dig down a bit and you could find dirt and gravel. 
Less hospitable and appealing layers. Layers that were not visible until the surface 
had been scratched. I often wondered if there was any point in continuing in my role 
as I couldn’t visualise what might be at the end of the journey. Trying to negotiate my 
way through the rhetoric of school reform had me wondering what could possibly be 
at the end of this program in the schools. Would a Western based process of supposed 
change ever work in an Eastern country? I could not visualise what might be on the 
horizon in relation to changes in the local schools. I could not visualise a program that 
would be acceptable to the principals and teachers while addressing the goals being 
set by the Abu Dhabi Education Council and education advisors. Perhaps the dunes 
on the horizon were just a repeat of the ones that I could see now right in front of me 
or maybe changes to the landscape of education would be as gradual as the particles 
of sand moving slowly in the wind. If there was a well in the desert I was yet to find 
it. 
The space of our primary perception, the space of our dreams and that of our 
passions hold within themselves qualities that seem intrinsic: there is a light, 
ethereal, transparent space, or again a dark, rough, encumbered space; a space 
from above, of summits, or on the contrary a space from below of mud; or again 
a space that can be flowing like sparkling water, or space that is fixed, 
congealed, like stone or crystal (Foucault, 1984, p.2-3).  
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Chapter 7: 
Illusion and Image: 
Thinking through art and the visual 
 
 
M.C. Escher. Ascending and Descending. Lithograph print 1960.  
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Introduction 
Despite one's sense of departing ever further from one's origin, one winds up, 
to one’s shock, exactly where one had started out (Hofstadter, 2007, pp.101-
102). 
As I continued to write about my experiences in the UAE and to make sense of the 
impact of this new landscape and its people upon me, I felt the need to tell my stories 
through alternate forms and through the challenge of thinking creatively to make links 
between my perceptions and the world of visual arts. This methodology of combining 
narrative storytelling and my visual art experiences also allowed me to move more 
easily into the area of aesthetic expression and into a new form of creative 
communication through my creation of visual arts pieces and later as a way to explore 
the links between illusion in visual art and illusion in school reform. Thinking about 
image and the visual arts as a form of qualitative research will be investigated in this 
chapter. 
Exploring the arts as a form of expression 
When I returned home to Australia and started to put my thoughts in an order for my 
thesis, I began to experience visual memories of the landscape I had lived in. Some 
days as I wrote I struggled to draw my concentration away from images of the 
buildings, the muted light and the shapes and colours of the sand dunes. The elegant 
silhouettes of the women as they seemed to glide in fluid movement around the 
shopping malls in their long black abayas and head scarves. The rounded domes of 
the mosques and the arched doorways that created distinctive shadows in the evening 
sun. I often took out my photos of the earthy colours of the buildings or the shadows 
of minarets in the fading light; photos that I had taken during my time in the UAE.  
 
As I looked at the photos I had taken I wanted to find a way to use texture, colours, 
shapes and space to explore my perceptions and my memories. To express my 
responses through art along with words was becoming important for me. There were 
few words for these flashes of recollection. I began to experiment with paints, tissue 
paper, metallic paper, designs, gesso and pastels. The colours of the desert kept 
reappearing; the clay, golden and ceramic colours of the earth and sand. I needed to 
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use these photographic and painted images as part of my research. This became not 
just a personal narrative through writing but extended to research through 
photography and visual arts. Expressing my memories and thoughts through art has 
allowed me to explore new ways of knowing and reflecting on my experiences. This 
art exploration linked closely with my narrative forms of research but extended the 
scope of creativity. Early in the 20th century educator John Dewey suggested that ‘the 
impulse to learning begins with an experience’ (Dewey, 1934, p.18). Using the arts in 
my research has allowed me to explore deeper aspects of the experiences that I had in 
the UAE and has played a significant role in building my understanding. The arts are 
forms that ‘generate emotion…not only does knowledge come in different forms; the 
forms of its creation differ’ (Eisner, 2008, p.3). 
 
Laurel Richardson, in her evaluation of ethnography, states that: 
Increasingly, ethnographers, now, desire that their work be both ‘scientific’ 
and ‘literary’ – scientific in the sense of being true to a world known through 
the empirical sense – and literary – in the sense of expressing what one has 
learned through evocative writing techniques and form (Richardson, 2000b, 
p.254). 
More ways of representing ethnography and autoethnography have emerged in recent 
years. Autoethnography writing using an imaginative-creative, confessional-
emotional writing, descriptive realist writing and analytical-interpretive writing are 
several approaches that are discussed by Chang (2013). Performance, ethno drama 
and collaborative writing as additional forms of ethnography and autoethnography are 
presented by Denzin (2013). I have chosen to blend the literary with the visual. 
Can creative practices provide a different point of view when considering complex 
educational questions? Arts based questions raise more abstract, and at the same time 
more embodied, responses than those provided through more traditional academic 
forms of research (Ellis in Jones, Adams & Ellis, 2013). Personal responses are 
presented through art to seek what is new and innovative. What can we learn from our 
observations and the images that we create? Connections with these new ideas have 
intrigued me as I reflect on my time in the UAE. 
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An idea emerges 
As I settled into the UAE and established a daily routine of driving to school, working 
with the teachers and building relationships and credibility, I began to see the 
superficial nature of our presence there. The principal and the teachers told me in 
week four that they had not been consulted about the arrival of six foreigners in their 
school whose task it was to assist with an education reform agenda that they saw little 
need for. As the Management Advisor at this school it was my role to ensure that the 
international team of teacher ‘experts’ created professional development programs 
with the teachers and that we implemented a range of educational changes in the 
school. My 15 years as a primary school principal in Australia and my work in 
teacher education were seen as adequate preparation to work in a school reform 
program in the Middle East. The company that I worked for had a set of expectations 
and a range of targets based on a Western model of continuous school improvement. 
Many of the targets had little impact on the teaching methods of the teachers but were 
boxes that could be ticked when the auditing body visited the school. Having signs in 
English around the school to show our presence, purchasing computers that could not 
be connected to the internet and encouraging the teachers to use a more student 
centred approach while the teachers still used text books in most of their classes were 
all examples of disconnects that produced little change in the school.  
 
Working in this Muslim girls’ school made me examine my own ontological and 
epistemological biases that were based on ideals quite different to those underpinning 
the way that learning is structured in schools in the UAE, as discussed in earlier 
chapters. Seen as integral to Islamic beliefs, knowledge is closely linked to a religion 
that has guidelines that cover eating, travel, dress, hygiene, relationships and daily 
prayer. These are rules that are not to be challenged and I saw this reflected in the 
teaching and learning methods in the classrooms in the UAE. My epistemological 
background based on discussion, analysis and constant critique needed extensive self-
reflection in order to understand the different priorities of the students and teachers in 
this new setting. Putting my own ways of knowing and thinking aside to try to 
understand the learning approaches in this new setting caused a personal tension that I 
had not fully anticipated. 
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As I tried to adjust my expectations to include the needs of the teachers that I was 
working with I could see that we were imposing a model of teaching that did not fit 
well with their past experiences or with their expectations and definitions of good 
teaching. The instructions we were being given by our company and the education 
council that governed the schools were at odds with the priorities of the teachers. I 
worked with the principal and some of the teachers to develop the appropriate policies 
and procedures but nothing was changing. To an outsider coming into the school they 
would see an illusion of reform but closer investigation over a period of time would 
show little change in the classrooms or in the way that the school was administered. 
The image of educational reform that we had imported with us did not match or 
connect with the real world of the school. The ambiguities and the complexity of 
school reform were being overlooked in an attempt to create an impression that 
sustainable change was occurring. 
Strange loops 
The idea of making links between the rhetoric of school reform and the function of 
illusion was used by Korotkova and Snyder (2010) in their study of a school reform 
program in Georgia, a state of the former USSR. The lack of grounding of the reform 
program they examined in the specific contexts and realities of the local area in 
Georgia had many points of similarity to the situation in the UAE. ‘The early rhetoric 
of this reform did not explain or advocate a specific comprehensive program but 
instead challenged the past and argued that Soviet education and all institutional and 
programmatic features of it were in need of change’ (Korotkova and Snyder, 2010, 
p.251). The education system was viewed from a deficit point of view with the notion 
that the new programs and values needed to be matched to a Western ideal. 
Educational reform companies were formed in haste with little knowledge of the 
previous education system. Also omitted was any consultation regarding the reform 
and how best staff in schools and Westerners could work together. I could see clear 
parallels with the program in the UAE and the way that surface changes needed to be 
evident to meet external agendas while often real sustainable changes were an 
illusion.  
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[Reform] should reflect the local intentions and aspirations of formal education 
processes within the culture, but in fact, it is a codification for more general 
conceptions of what education should be no matter what the immediate context 
or concerns’ (Korotkova and Snyder, 2010, p.247). 
 
Korotkova and Snyder use the concept of ‘strange loops’ as a way of representing the 
elusive ironies that became apparent to those involved in the school reform program. 
Strange loops are patterns in, for instance, optical constructions which integrate 
familiar aspects of perception, such as height and depth, with hidden devices which 
are essentially tricks to manipulate perception. These devices allow the apparent 
processes within the image to double back on themselves in such a way that a 
superficial appearance of meaning, congruity or reality masks an embedded 
impossibility, illogic or unreality. ‘Rhetoric in the reform feeds the loop because it 
sets expectations high and mixes aspirations with actualities. For a hypothetical 
moment, we are drawn into the rhetoric and believe that we are there or soon will be. 
The illusion is strangely broken in the cold reality of new self-reflections of our 
circumstances’ (Korotkova and Snyder, 2010, p.248). 
 
The concept of a strange loop was proposed and discussed by Douglas Hofstadter in 
his first book (1979) and is further elaborated on in his more recent book I Am a 
Strange Loop (2007). Hofstadter explains his concept of a ‘strange loop’ as: 
…not a physical circuit but an abstract loop in which, in the series of stages 
that constitute the cycling-around, there is a shift from one level of abstraction 
(or structure) to another, which feels like an upwards movement in a hierarchy, 
and yet somehow the successive “upward” shifts turn out to give rise to a closed 
cycle. That is, despite one's sense of departing ever further from one's origin, 
one winds up, to one’s shock, exactly where one had started out. In short, a 
strange loop is a paradoxical level-crossing feedback loop (Hofstadter, 2007, 
pp.101-102).  
 
This kind of dynamic was present at all the management meetings that I attended in 
the UAE. I would sit and listen as others discussed the need to change practices in 
these schools. Throw out the old ways and bring in the new. Create a database so that 
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we can keep a check of staff and student attendance; write a behaviour management 
plan with set consequences so the school can record the number of children who are 
punished for misdemeanours. Set up a system to record marks in key subject areas so 
that we can see where the teaching needs to improve; set up computer room …the list 
was almost endless. The pressure to perform as a management advisor and to 
implement what others saw as important was intense. I would have minor bursts of 
enthusiasm, with some reservations, and would return to the school to be told: ‘We 
don’t need a computer system to record staff and student absences, the school maid 
takes the attendance book to each class each morning and attendance is recorded. 
Why do we need to do it a different way? The social workers record any behaviour 
issues in their behaviour books, why would we need to change all that?’ Of course 
these records were all written in Arabic, as one would expect, perhaps our company 
wanted them in English? The loop of hope for change on the endless climb would be 
dashed on the downhill curve as the school staff would provide valid reasons why 
change was not needed.  
 
The real tension came as I sought to make sense of seeing the students sitting in 
classes being lectured at by the teachers and then working from their text books with 
little enthusiasm. Was this sense of impasse just a result of Western expectations and 
the critique of passive learning that I had brought with me from Australia? My own 
part in driving the strange loop came from the strength of my personally held beliefs 
about student learning. I could not abandon my conviction that student engagement 
and ownership of knowledge would lead to deeper levels of student learning. This fed 
just enough hope in regard to some of the initiatives that I thought would be of benefit 
in the program to give me courage to think that some aspects might be manageable, 
only to find that the culture and philosophies were so different that they could not 
intersect at all. 
Unexpected Connections of Illusion 
On my return to Australia I resumed work in teacher education at the local campus of 
Monash University. While planning an arts workshop for a group of teacher education 
students I began to compile images from a range of visual arts styles. I had 
downloaded many images from the impressionist painters and abstract impressionists 
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and was looking for something a bit different to motivate the students through the use 
of colour, shape and line when I happened upon the work of René Magritte. I had 
been thinking about the illusion of school reform as opposed to the reality and the 
lacunae between what we see at a glance and what actually exists.  
    
Fig. 7.1 Magritte La Condition Humaine, (1933) Fig 7.2. Escher Drawing Hands (1948) 
Magritte’s work (Figure 7.1) confuses what we initially see with reality. At a glance it 
is difficult to distinguish between what has been painted and what the reality of the 
image is. We are being drawn into the illusion until we begin to make sense of it. 
Rhetoric in school reform replicates illusion with words and superficial projection. 
Within school reform we are drawn into a debate on what should be able to be 
achieved in relation to what has already been achieved in many other Westernised 
countries. 
 
As I began to investigate illusion in art I could see many links with school reform 
rhetoric and the superficial nature of proposed changes as opposed to reality. Escher 
(Figure 7.2) represents a continual loop that has no start or end. Is the left hand or the 
right hand leading the creation of an image here? When the reference is related to the 
UAE the loop between the globalised goals in an increasingly Westernised system 
and the traditions of an Islamic system form a loop, where one seems to lead for a 
while and then the other. The reality is difficult to separate. 
 
In exploring the body of work surrounding illusion and art I began to see illusion 
everywhere, in the leaves and the shadows on the grass, in the multi shaded greys of 
the clouds and in patterns and shapes around me. I was fascinated by street art that 
deliberately sets out to surprise and to create an illusion. Clever art that draws the 
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viewer to look closer to see where illusion ends and reality begins. I see images on the 
internet that intrigue me (Figure 7.3). (Web sources provided at end of References). 
 
                  
 Figure 7.3 Visual illusions integrated with concrete features of place 
As I was looking through my photos of the Middle East I began to wonder how I 
could merge the idea of illusion with the images that I had photographed during my 
time in the UAE. I wanted something that would reflect the duality of my role there 
and my desire to be accepted by the women that I worked with, exemplified in my 
occasional wearing of an abaya and a shayla (head covering). These were things my 
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translator gave me, telling me that the women would love to see me wearing these 
items to school. 
 
The idea of illusion seemed to connect well with the dilemmas that I was facing 
professionally, epistemologically and politically. Externally I was portraying the 
persona of somebody carrying out an important range of tasks that needed to be 
completed and documented while internally I was struggling to make sense of the 
tasks that I had been charged with in this very different setting. My ever calm exterior 
was hiding dilemmas that I was not able to share. This disconnect led to a 
fragmentation of self and a questioning of my part in this reform program. Exercising 
a facade of personal calm and competence translated into a growing identification 
with the art of illusion. 
 
To include some of the images that I had taken along with a photo of myself I created 
an illusion using a mosaic program that I downloaded from the internet. The image 
can be zoomed in upon in its original form to allow the viewer to see the individual 
photos that I took while in the UAE. Each small square is an image from my time in 
the UAE (Fig 7.4).  
   
Fig 7.4 Albon self-portrait. Fig 7.5 Meade self-portrait. 
My own self portrait represents my desire to hide away from the eyes of others. 
Maybe I felt more comfortable covering what I felt was an illusion in the first 
instance. This was not my real self but a disconnected self that was questioning what I 
was doing.  
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Researching visual art approaches that also incorporated illusion in an interesting way 
led me to the work of Alexa Meade. Meade paints directly onto people to create the 
illusion that she has painted a framed portrait. Using live subjects she paints onto their 
skin mimicking the artificially pigmented skin tones, light and shade used by portrait 
painters. She interacts with her subjects while working and arranges their background, 
hair and gaze to create an illusion which is then captured by photography. The self 
portrait of Meade (Fig. 7.5) is actually her own body that she has painted onto. She 
has taken her three dimensional self and painted it to look like a two dimensional 
image. As I look at her work I begin to feel how I had moved from a three 
dimensional full bodied woman at ease with myself to a fractured two dimensional 
replica of who I had been. In the UAE I did not feel whole; I could only show the 
parts of me that were acceptable to others. The illusion that others saw was the fake 
self that I felt I had to act out daily. This notion of illusion was beginning to consume 
my thoughts.  
 
Could I create another illusion alongside my mosaic? I wanted to investigate 
something new and different, something that I had never tried before.  
Creating my own illusion through art 
I began to look at my family and friends in a new light. How could I replicate this 
illusion by creating something real. Who would be suitable to paint? My older son 
and my husband have beards, which would be just too difficult. I rang my younger 
son: 
Nick, what are you doing after work today? 
Why would that be, mother? 
If you had about an hour to sit for me I would like to paint you. 
And you mean what exactly, by that? 
Well you would sit in front of a backdrop that I have just painted and I would paint 
onto your skin. 
Not all of me I hope. 
No just your face. 
You’re just a little bit crazy you know. 
Yep, I know but I have a feeling it will look great. 
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OK, I’ll be there in half an hour but I don’t want paint in my hair as I have to go 
out tonight. 
 
  
Figure 7.6 Portrait of Nick on Nick.  
 N. Albon (2014) 
With a little more time and painting of the hair I think I would have come closer to 
the illusion that I was looking for. In this exercise, I am now working towards 
creating illusions for myself. With his eyes closed to avoid the paint he has a calm and 
serene appearance. I wondered if that is how he felt. It reminded me of the calm 
exterior that I had tried to carry off in the UAE. We chatted as I painted him, touching 
his pale skin with the soft brush. The shadows formed as I worked. As the paint dried 
he was unable to stretch his skin to frown or smile. I had created a less lifelike image 
of his usual animated self. The final product shows him in a peaceful pose that lacks 
expression, much like I felt my face was often set in the UAE, without real emotions 
(Fig. 7.6). Nick said it was quite relaxing feeling the touch of the brush on his skin. 
Illusion in school reform in the UAE 
In June 2015 I heard from a friend still living in Abu Dhabi that the school reform 
program in the UAE had now ceased in Abu Dhabi in the form that I had known it. 
The six year program with Western companies working in hundreds of schools is now 
completed. The allocated funds have almost been spent and the expatriates have 
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mostly returned to their homelands while schools have been left to function as they 
did prior to the reform project. The loop has been completed. 
 
Seeing school reform through an illusion framework has been a playful way of 
investigating a change process that many take for granted as a way of improving 
education. According to Sanguinetti (1999), humour is often used to express a desire 
that things could be otherwise. In our office we often joked about what we were 
trying to do, what might work and what might not. Our desire to make sustainable 
changes was real but so many of our understandings around learning and teaching 
were so different that there was no realistic point of intersection where any meaning 
was common. Putting up posters in English and being present in the school each day 
gave an illusion that the school was changing. Bringing in computers, painting rooms 
and buying new library books gave the impression that our presence in the school was 
having an impact on teaching and learning in the school. The new curriculum 
documents from NSW provided the most powerful illusion.  
Deconstructing the Illusion 
I think we are beating our heads against a brick wall here, ladies, I suggested to 
the team. We are trying to get them to change their teaching practices and to 
engage the students more when our ideas regarding good teaching are totally 
different to theirs. I think we need to take a step back and ask them what ‘being a 
good teacher’ means to them (Journal, January 2008). 
At the next staff meeting we asked the principal if we could have 15 minutes to talk to 
the teachers about the attributes of a ‘good teacher.’ She looked disinterested but said 
yes anyway. I stood at the front of the classroom where we had staff meetings and had 
the translator with me. After a few questions and a combination of English and Arabic 
we ended up with a list of the attributes of a ‘good teacher’ from the staff.  
 
I wrote the list in my journal to discuss with the team the next day. 
A good teacher is like a good mother, caring and loving. (This was listed as the 
most important characteristic by the Emirati teachers at the school.) 
A good teacher must be on time to class and must not leave the room. 
She must set homework and get all of the girls to work hard. 
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Good teachers are kind to the girls and they are not lazy.  
They follow the curriculum in the text books and mark the work. 
She must teach the girls to follow the Muslim ways (Journal, February 2008). 
 
The following day we had a team meeting. We discussed that we had been thinking 
something quite different given our experiences from our home countries. We joked 
about our futile efforts and why we had not thought to ask this question about ‘good 
teaching’ earlier. It was not just a difference in language that shaped what we had 
found out at the staff meeting, it was a difference in the fundamental ideas related to 
learning and teaching. We agreed we saw teachers as being part of a professional 
body of learners who would continually work towards improving their practices and 
who would constantly reflect on their practices in order to try more effective methods. 
We saw teaching as a dynamic profession that is continually changing and seeking 
new approaches where we would challenge children to think and take ownership of 
their own learnings. 
 
It was these basic epistemological differences that were stopping us from meeting in a 
common place in order to share ideas and to perhaps appreciate each other’s points of 
view and the benefits of both. We had all been told in our education degrees that we 
were not there to be mothers to the children, we were there as educators. Through 
discussions as a group, often with the door shut, we made attempts to isolate and 
deconstruct some of the assumptions about teachers and teaching that had become a 
normalised aspect of our own degrees in teacher education and our experiences as 
teachers.  
 
On reflection our use of discussions in the office with the door shut revealed a sense 
of spontaneity and a way of normalising our frustrations. Some of us began to develop 
a resistance to the discourse of school reform by responding with an alternative 
discourse and in doing this we were challenging one ‘truth’ with the production of 
another ‘truth’. In acknowledging the ways that our teaching philosophies and 
epistemologies differed to those of the teachers that we were working with it was 
difficult for us to acknowledge that perhaps there was no real ‘truth’. This notion was 
contrary to the approach proposed by our company. We also discussed the need we all 
had arrived with that related to a desire to be able to do what we thought was right 
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and professional and for this we had hoped to be valued by those in the school. We 
were now caught in the dilemma of working for a company that wanted us to continue 
with the illusion of being able to create change in the school when in fact we were 
struggling to create a common set of understandings in the most basic of concepts and 
skills.  
 
Each time we met and discussed these issues we always agreed to push on and to 
think of more inclusive ways of working with the teachers. We were frustrated but we 
all wanted to engage with the teachers to present tasks that they might find 
meaningful. We had to constantly remind ourselves though that what was meaningful 
for us may well not be for them. As we gained a clear idea of the context of the school 
system and the ways in which the teachers worked we were able to include strategies 
that had more appeal for the teachers.  
Being an ‘other’ in a change process 
On my return to Australia I began to reflect on the image of myself as an ‘other’ in 
the social world that I had moved to in the UAE. I hoped to make sense of my own 
sense of dislocation by reading about the experiences of others in fiction and in 
theoretical texts. After a few weeks of reading and looking at my journal entries I sat 
down to a canvas that I had in my studio at the end of my house. I wanted to show the 
black of the women’s abayas and the white of the men’s dish dash in contrast to how I 
felt in that setting. 
 
Figure 7.7. Accidental Art. N. Albon, December 2010 
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I brushed on the gesso to treat the surface and found some black and some white art 
tissue paper. While the surface was still wet with the gesso I placed a black sheet of 
tissue paper onto the surface. I went to move the tissue into a different position and it 
tore showing through to the white gesso underneath. I continued to drag the black 
tissue to create a torn surface that allowed the white to show through.  
 
When the surface had dried I found the boldest red shade that I could find. Another 
representation was forming. I was the jagged red shape in a mass of black and white 
forms (Fig. 7.7). I stood out and didn’t quite fit. I had assembled something that 
represented my response to the social world that I had lived in for 15 months. I was 
the irregular, odd one out that was pushing a reform that others didn’t see in the same 
light or colour.  
 
What appealed to me about this way of talking about the social world is that initially 
it took away from the need to articulate a metaphor using language. Creating this art 
piece suggested a different set of metaphors for the social world that I had 
experienced. It highlighted the less uniform predictability of my experiences and 
represented the more miscellany, patchwork, fluid, ephemeral configuration of my 
experiences. This seems like a more realistic way of visualising what I later began to 
articulate in writing. 
 
Seeing myself as an ‘other’, as that red speck in a sea of black and white, helped me 
make sense of my situation in another form of reality. It allowed me to view my 
experiences from a range of different modalities and to reflect on difference in a 
number of ways. Using writing, journal entries, photographic images, poetry and art 
pieces have allowed multiple forms of realities to influence my thinking. Positioning 
of myself through art and poetry has become another way of knowing and 
understanding and adds to the embodied memories that my writing has responded to. 
 
My art here was not motivated by wanting to produce a pleasing end product but 
evolved as a response to my desire to create and visualise an image focusing on the 
space that I was experimenting in. This one moment in time, as I produced this art 
piece, enthralled as I was with the idea of ‘difference’ and ‘other’, was a subjective 
creative moment punctuated by an old and new becoming self. This sense of 
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becoming had been building slowly; my experiences and responses to this new place 
were changing me and my ideas of how to respond to this transformation through art.   
Sounds, images and veiling in the UAE 
Every night at around 11.00pm as I lie in bed seeking sleep I hear the imam 
chanting the call to prayer (Adhan) from the local mosque. It’s a haunting sound 
that provides a comforting sense of place. It’s something different for me and I like 
the intensity of the feelings that it produces as I lie in bed and listen. I feel that 
some part of me is becoming accustomed to this regular sound and this place. The 
chanting comes again at around 4.45am and I try to go back to sleep. There is now 
an overlay of other sounds. The small birds in the tree outside my window. There 
are dozens of them and they almost sound like the birds at home. They surprise me 
at first and I wonder how they stand the heat.  
At home in the early morning I lie in bed in summer and listen to the ticking of the 
corrugated iron roof of our house as I think about getting up. I love the feeling of 
summer and the sounds at home. Here in the UAE the sounds are different. Here I 
hear the sounds of different birds and the call to prayer, I hear the sounds of 
people moving around the apartment block and doors opening and closing.  
These five daily calls to prayer are starting to punctuate my day and to divide it 
into manageable fragments. I come to rely on the Adhan to break up the day. I 
hear it in the background and know where I am meant to be and what I should be 
doing. When we have the window open at school for some fresh air in winter it is 
impossible to be heard over the call to pray from the mosque next door. It is a 
matter of course that we all just stop speaking mid-sentence and then continue 
straight on after the Adhan has finished. Some of the teachers stop to pray and go 
to their prayer mats. Others remain at their desks to pray and lower their heads, 
while others close their eyes in classes and all are silent for a few minutes 
(Journal, May 2008). 
Remembering the call to prayer today takes me back to the heat and dust of the desert. 
To the school and the meetings, to the sight of all the men rushing to the mosque at 
around 11.00am on a Friday in their best clothes. Friday is the holy day and I liked 
not working on Fridays. I never felt at ease going to work at 7.30am on a Sunday 
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morning though. When I returned home in the holidays and at the end of my time in 
the UAE I felt a strange silence for the first week or so without the call to prayer. 
There seemed to be something missing. But Sunday had returned for me as a slow day 
to quietly prepare for a week at work. 
Veiling: inner and outer worlds 
Everybody seems to have an opinion about Muslim women, even those - 
especially those - who have never met one (Mattu & Maznavi, 2012, p, vii). 
The call to prayer was one aspect of the religious life of UAE which in unexpected 
ways became part of my own ontology while I was there. Veiling of women was 
another. The practice of veiling is a complex one for Westerners to appreciate. On my 
arrival in the UAE I was interested in trying to understand what motivated some 
women to veil while others in the country did not. On my return to Australia and after 
reading literature on this phenomenon, written by Muslim women, I came to realise 
that I was in fact trying to understand so that I could then judge them. As a Westerner 
I had sought to understand veiling in isolation from religious and other contextual 
issues. I had not looked from the point of view of trying to understand how veiled 
women might perceive their surroundings, or what their needs or motivations might 
be. I’ve always disliked the way that the Western media have tried to frame language 
around the use of the veil but I was initially doing the same, using the veil as a barrier 
between myself and ‘others’.  
 
I found it difficult at first not to view the veil as a barrier and I was afraid of what 
responses I might get when I spoke to women who were veiled. As I got to know the 
women at the school I came to understand them as women rather than veiled women. 
They were women with as many varied and individual needs as in any culture. For me 
initially and for many Westerners the veil had become an issue of prejudice 
reinforcing the context of erecting a wall between the wearer and the ‘other’. As a 
Western woman I began to think about the invisible veil that we all wear. What we 
choose to share and what we keep to ourselves as private, never to be shared with 
even those closest to us.   
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On my holidays back in Australia many would ask me about the women and why they 
wear a veil. My friends and associates seeking to understand veiling would refer to 
the Hijab or Chardo, without understanding what these terms meant. I took pleasure 
from knowing the different terms for veiling that I heard the women referring to. 
Familiarity with the lexicon of veiling helped me to feel more connected to what I 
was seeing each day.  
 
To clarify the actual terms for veiling I refer to the work of Sahar Amer (2014) who is 
currently Professor and Chair of the Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies at the 
University of Sydney. The most common types of Muslim dress and veils:  
Burqa: Face veil worn by some conservative Muslim women that usually covers 
the eyes. In Taliban controlled areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan, burqa is the 
term used for a garment worn by women covering the entire body and having a 
crocheted section for the eyes. 
Chardo: Iranian cloak, often black, that covers both the head and entire body and 
is held in place by the hand. 
Hijab: An umbrella term for what is considered appropriate Muslim dress. It refers 
to both the body cover and to all types of hair coverings. Hijab, however, does not 
mean veil as in a piece of cloth, a scarf, or a specific kind of female attire. 
Niqab: Is another term for the face veil that leaves the eyes uncovered. 
Abaya: In the Gulf States this is the traditional dark, long black loose cloak that 
can be worn over regular street clothes.  
Shayla: In Iran and the Gulf states. A long, narrow scarf worn around the head and 
left unwrapped and hanging on the shoulders. It is available in all types of fabric 
and designs, including designer models that may include fringed, monogrammed 
and embroidered edges. 
Burgu or Batula: In the UAE this refers to the metallic face mask worn by older 
women as a carryover from traditional tribal customs. The burgu is made of 
burnished indigo and can resemble ancient Greek helmets (Amer, 2014, p.11). 
The abaya and shayla were the common form of dress and the terms used in the UAE. 
The older women in Al Ain often wore the Burgu. Pictured below on National Day in 
2007 we were provided with a Burgu and sweet Arabic coffee to allow us to join in 
the celebrations (Fig 7.8). Many of the grandmothers who visited the school wore 
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these metal face masks. Traditionally they were worn in the desert and were used to 
protect certain parts of the face from the sun. Younger women were rarely seen 
wearing these masks. The girls at the school said they would never wear them as they 
were too old fashioned.  
 
Figure 7.8. Students with teacher advisors. 
 National Day 2007. I am third from the left. 
Wearing the veil in current times 
In contemporary Western cultures, veiling is not simply a descriptive or neutral term. 
It is also a judgmental term, especially when associated with Islam (Amer, 2014) but 
Islamic followers did not invent veiling, nor is it a tradition specific just to Muslims. 
Amongst Semitic religions, veiling has been practised over the past two millennia by 
Christian, Jewish and Muslim women. Generally now a past practice in Christian 
religions outside of religious orders and some Christian sects, and still represented in 
female covering of the hair in conservative sects of Judaism, non-Muslims tend to 
make the assumption that women who wear a veil have been coerced by someone 
else. There is an assumption made that these women are oppressed (Amer, 2014). The 
Western desire to ‘save’ these women from the oppression of wearing the veil has 
become a popular debate in many countries, particularly those that measure 
development and judge a society’s modernity by the clothes that its women wear. The 
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women in the UAE have a range of reasons for choosing to veil, to just wear a head 
scarf (shayla) or to go without either. Some Muslim countries in the 1970s (e.g. Iran) 
forbid women to veil as they saw unveiling as a step towards a more modern lifestyle. 
‘So while for some Muslims, unveiling Muslim women meant liberation and progress, 
for others, it meant the exact opposite – the loss of cultural identity and surrender to 
Western domination. For the latter group, fighting against colonial and neo colonial 
impositions meant holding onto the veil as a symbol of cultural authenticity, pride, 
and political resistance’ (Amer, 2014, p.5). 
Last week I visited the special school in Al Ain to meet with a blind man who 
would assist me with the type of braille key board and braille printer that I could 
order for the young girl at our school who was blind. It was going to be expensive 
so I suggested that he come for a meeting at the school to talk to the principal and 
some of the teachers, plus the mother of the child. He agreed and arrived at the 
school this morning. 
His driver drove him to the school and led Amir (pseudonym) to the front door of 
the school. They rang the bell but nobody had come to let them in. They must have 
waited for some time and in the end it appeared that the driver had pushed Amir in 
the door and just left him. The driver knew that he could not enter a girls’ school. I 
came down the stairs at the appointed time and found Amir feeling his way along a 
wall with no idea where to go. I introduced myself and took his arm to lead him to 
the principal’s office. I showed him to a chair and some of the teachers began to 
arrive and the student’s mother and aunt arrived. 
The meeting progressed in Arabic with my translator whispering English words 
and phrases in my ear. As each teacher from the different faculties, English, 
Maths, Arabic, Islamic studies and the social workers and family members entered 
the room they saw the back of the man and automatically lifted their shaylas from 
their necks and placed them over their heads to cover their hair and faces.  
Everybody in the room was aware that Amir was blind. After a few minutes I asked 
the translator why the women were covered if the man was totally blind and could 
not see them. She started to giggle and had no answer for me (Journal, October 
2008). 
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I remember that night that I tried to think of reasons that might have motivated the 
women to cover in this situation. I had a few ideas but as soon as I got to school the 
next day I headed for the social workers’ office to ask them the question that would 
help me to understand. One of the social workers told me that it’s just habit, that’s 
what we always do. The other then added that if other women came past and did not 
realise that the man was blind that they would then go away and tell others that they 
had seen them in a room with a man and that they had not been covered. There was a 
man in the room so we will veil. I stopped probing at that point as I could see that the 
women were struggling with my English and I did not want to ask questions that 
would have been haram (forbidden under Islamic law) to discuss with a non-Muslim 
woman.  
 
Reflecting on this story now I can understand the significance of the women covering 
even though the male in the room was blind. Covering was about more than the 
strictly visual. He was a presence in the room and they were there in this presence. 
For these women it was immaterial that he was blind. Changing a behaviour because 
one aspect of the motivating factor had been changed was not a consideration. The 
irony that had absorbed me originally had been replaced by a deeper understanding of 
the issues related to veiling.   
Veiling is a very personal issue and after reading the works of Muslims on this issue 
(Al-Omari, 2008; Amer, 2014; Rasool, 2002) I have come a little closer to 
understanding why women choose to veil. In Rasool’s book, My Journey Behind the 
Veil, she interviews women from a range of cultures and backgrounds who choose to 
veil. The women refer to their personal rejection of fads and fashions that they see as 
consuming the Western world and the endemic advertising that displays women as 
sexual and commercial objects. Others talk about their wish to identify as Muslim 
through veiling and how this assists to reinforce the relationship between women and 
men. The women discuss their use of the veil with a pride and ease that they say is 
often difficult with non-Muslim people.  
You cover your head, you cover your body, so the male can’t view you as an 
object any more, he views you as a person who has a mind, who has thoughts 
for herself, who has such a strong personality in this society especially, that she 
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has gone out and put this on, knowing that she is going to be viewed differently 
by other people (Rasool, 2002, p.42). 
An older women comments: My attachment to purdah is of course based on the 
Islamic teachings, but there is a cultural element to it as well. There are a lot of 
things in Islam which I don’t follow, but I still hold onto purdah because it has 
been part of my upbringing. I believe a woman’s modesty is her honour, and 
her family’s honour (Rasool, 2002, p.101).  
As soon as the staff at the school entered the building they would remove their veils. I 
was intrigued by what they could see through the sheer black material that covered 
their eyes. I often gave the assistant principal a lift in my car and she would be sitting 
next to me fully covered. Her view of her surroundings would have been hazy and a 
dark grey with lighter and darker shapes allowing her to distinguish some of the 
buildings and traffic around us. I wonder how it affects perception and mood when 
people and objects cannot be viewed clearly for long periods of time. In restaurants 
and cafes women would have to discreetly lift their veils away from their faces to eat 
or a fold out room divider would be carried in to allow a woman to eat with her 
family without her veil.  
 
On the days that I wore my abaya to school the teachers would always compliment 
me and tell me I looked lovely. I would put my hair up and often threw the shayla 
over my head as well. I did this a few times when I got frustrated at being stared at by 
the men in the centre of Al Ain. I knew I was a curious figure, tall and fair, and that 
people just wanted to look but sometimes it was hard to ignore. Looking through my 
shayla was obviously a strange sensation for me. I could see shapes but had to be 
careful as I walked. Looking back now I know that I felt a certain power being able to 
look out and observe others while not being seen myself. The garments provided a 
barrier from others and I felt less vulnerable. I suspected that this barrier was one of 
the reasons that many women covered in the streets. In a superficial way I had joined 
a sisterhood with a group of women from another culture. I wish I had asked more 
questions. 
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Veiled women as photographic subjects 
As I became more familiar with the landscape around me and the local teachers that I 
worked with I began to ask the teachers if I could take their photos during certain 
ceremonies and special occasions. I took my cues from the teachers around me and 
saw that most were happy to have their photos taken and that many would respond in 
an unpredictable manner when I appeared with a camera. 
 
As a Westerner I had had fears and prejudices about women in veils. Why had I 
assumed that these women would not have a sense of fun and a willingness to express 
joy? One of the teachers from the library would seek me out whenever I had a camera 
as she wanted her photo taken. I’m not sure where she had seen the peace sign, or 
what it meant to her but in every photo that I took of her she raised her hand in this 
manner (Fig. 7.9). 
 
Figure 7.9. The principal and the library teachers. 
The students at the school veiled as part of the school rules. They were frequently 
reminded by teachers to pull up their shaylas. This was a sign of modesty. 
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Figure 7.10. Students during National Day activities 
The small child in the photo above is the younger sister of one of the year 6 students 
(Fig. 7.10). She followed her big sister around for the morning of the National Day 
ceremonies. In the UAE girls are required to cover their hair from the age of 12 or 13. 
Some girls choose to do this earlier. 
 
 Figure 7.11 Staff leadership meeting  
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At our first leadership meeting that I had initiated with the principal and the teachers I 
asked if I could take a photo to show our company. The principal and teachers said 
that they had never had a leadership team meeting before so this was an achievement 
in my eyes and I wanted to commemorate it. They agreed that were happy to have 
their photos taken but as I raised my head from my handbag and drew out my camera, 
I noticed that they had all covered. It was fine to sit in a room with me unveiled but an 
image of their faces was a different matter. Their faces were not for public display. 
The principal is in the foreground in a blue abaya and although she always wore a 
shayla over her hair she never covered her face (Fig.7.11). We discussed this one day 
and she told me that she didn’t need to wear one and that she liked to be more 
modern. 
Using the arts as a way of knowing 
Writing and using images allows researchers to tell stories that have been lived first 
hand and allows entry to cultures and places that would often remain hidden. In 
discussions of the arts and research it has been suggested that it takes the reader into 
an actual world to reveal the cultural knowledge working in a particular place and 
time as it is lived through the subjectivities of its inhabitants (Britzman, 1995). In this 
research I am not seeking to make generalisations based on data collected from a 
defined range of sources through surveys or interviews. I am relaying my own 
perspectives and understandings of new experiences from my work in a culture 
different to my own and through innovative approaches to representing my ideas 
through Art.  
In seeking to explain the social world that I lived and worked in while acknowledging 
my own perspectives from a creative analytical approach (Bochner & Ellis, 2003) I 
have been able to generate new questions regarding the illusion of school reform. 
Richardson’s (2000a) ideas have stretched my reflection in the hope of providing 
embodied, fleshed out experiences that provide understandings.  
 
Art, for me, became a more reflective way of thinking. Being in a new place changed 
me in a way that inspired me to want to represent my experiences in a more visual and 
tactile fashion. Touching the paper and glue, seeing the shapes that formed begin to 
reflect memories and what they might mean was a new experience.  
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Using art has helped me to understand the contrast between places; the colours and 
shapes of the landscape of this new place and the people in it. To extend this I see that 
there is also a space between the art and the observer that encompasses a tension that 
is full of imagination and possibilities. The observer sees things from their own past 
that form a personal link with the colour and shapes in the art piece. I take in the line, 
colour, texture, shape, light and space; the elements of visual art that I discuss with 
my undergraduate teacher education students. In addition to these elements each artist 
and observer brings their own meanings of place to the images. 
 
Using the arts in this autoethnography has allowed me to further my thinking and 
analysis at a meta level. It has allowed me to add more joy, meaning and impact to my 
work. The arts have much to offer researchers as a means to make our thinking 
clearer, more unique and more public in rendering the abundance and complexity of 
the perceived world (Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008). 
 
The rhetoric of school reform and the discourse of change in the school system in the 
UAE did not often reflect the intersecting realities at the school, in the community or 
at the reform program level. It has been my intention in this chapter to take the reader 
on a parallel path from my journey to the UAE, this new job and the rhetoric that 
surrounded this new role and the relationships with illusion in art to engage the reader 
in an alternative framework and to draw parallels between illusion in the art world 
and illusion within the rhetoric of reform agendas. This alternate story elicits some of 
my own creative and analytical practices and accesses a different view of the 
dynamics of school reform.  
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Chapter 8: 
Inconclusions 
 
 
El fiil fi el ghurfa 
Banksy exhibition, 2006. Barely Legal show, Los Angeles 
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Finding a path through this story 
In seeking to provide a narrative account I began Chapter One with my invitation to 
go and work in a school reform program in the UAE in 2007. I give a background for 
the reform agenda and outline a brief demographic and historical profile of the 
country. By telling the story of the first few hours of my arrival in the country I 
introduce the autoethnographic method and the theme of place that would 
predominate in the thesis. I discuss how I came to develop a thesis concept based on 
the use of journals and memories, and some of the ethical issues arising from the 
political context of the research. My research questions are stated and the chapter 
overviews indicate how I imagined these questions might be addressed. 
 
Chapter Two provides my reasons for choosing autoethnography as a methodology 
and how this exploration of the space between self and other offers unique insights 
into the experience of making a transition away from the familiar and known to living 
and working in the unknown. A brief review of the history of autoethnography as a 
form of qualitative research and its increased use as methodology in recent years is 
outlined.  
 
My curiosity as a learner and my desire to present my experiences in an intimate and 
embodied way reflect my natural inclinations as a story teller. The shifting and 
subjective nature of memory as a mechanism of reconstructing experience and in how 
we actively script ourselves within social contexts is discussed. I highlight the 
capacity of autoethnography to incorporate and acknowledge the positioning and the 
self of the ethnographer as an important focus of my thesis. 
 
In Chapter Three I have provided a background to becoming a reader, a teacher, and 
a principal and how these led me to my role as a Management Advisor in the UAE. 
My objective was to provide an insight into the experiences that had shaped my 
interest in other cultures and their different ways of learning; how my schooling as a 
child and as teacher in a range of different cultural settings had shaped my 
commitment to social justice, including my work in the Western suburbs of Sydney 
and in an Indigenous community in the north of Western Australia. The registration of 
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place at an embodied level and the distinctive ways that place shapes experience of 
the social and the political emerges as a dominant theme in these life stories. 
 
In Chapter Four I give a day to day account of the responsibilities that I was 
assigned in my role as Management Advisor in the school. Stories of difference in 
teaching, learning, school administration and leadership show the predicaments that I 
was facing and the myriad negotiations required in an intercultural setting. My beliefs 
about good pedagogy that I brought with me as a teacher and as a principal came up 
against fundamental challenges as I was forced to acknowledge that I did not hold the 
answers to the impasse that I found myself in at the school.  
 
In Chapter Five I provide a background to the reform program in the UAE. I set the 
scene on a more global level to provide a context for the changes that were being 
proposed in education in the UAE. I review the politicised and contentious area of 
reform in education and the impact of high stakes international testing globally. Some 
of the impacts on the school in which I worked in the UAE reflect similar dynamics to 
my previous experience of top down school reform in my local region in Australia. 
Negative impacts of the UAE reform program of this period have also been noted by 
other researchers. The importance of recognising the Islamic context is presented 
through the dichotomy between Western and Islamic epistemologies and differences 
in notions about the acquisition of knowledge and concepts of leadership.  
 
A critical perspective emerges as an important lens for understanding my experiences 
of the reform agenda; I suggest that theories associated with critical autoethnography 
and critical pedagogy of place are particularly relevant in this context. 
 
Chapter Six presents the role of place in my sense of identity both as someone with a 
strong attachment to a home place and as a stranger in a new land. Relationship to 
place itself is incorporated as a methodology for exploring my experience in the UAE. 
Sand dunes provide metaphors for shifting grounds, distance and disorientation and at 
the same time for mystery and the allure of the unknown. Place-based stories of 
connection and disconnection reveal me as positioned and gendered in different ways 
in this setting. I am situated as an expatriate in a heterotopia of intersecting disparate 
elements of ‘thrown-togetherness’. 
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In Chapter Seven my experience of the school reform program in the UAE intersects 
with a growing fascination with illusion in art following my return to Australia. I seek 
ways to understand and process my experience through art and the visual. I connect 
with my own work as a beginning artist in various forms of illusion. The idea that the 
eye can be tricked by an initial observation until a deeper analysis reveals the ‘real’ 
situation provided strong connections for me with the illusion of school reform. The 
superficial and observable nature of our presence in the school did not match the 
‘real’ situation, creating strange loops where it was difficult to track such dynamics as 
power, influence and progress with any conviction. 
 
In this chapter I have provided images to support the idea of thinking through the 
visual in various forms. I then consider my experience of veiling in the UAE, how it 
helped to define my relationships with the women and girls in the school and with 
men who came into the school and yet always remained multiple and elusive as an 
identifier. 
 
In Chapter Eight, I have provided an overview of the path that I have followed 
through this thesis with retrospective chapter summaries. I recreate the situation of 
professional impasse and exposure I felt in a playful way which characterises my 
increasing scepticism and sense of irony about the reform process. I then move on to 
consider more seriously the impact of the imposition of a top down school reform 
agenda which failed to recognise or mitigate its own hegemonic practices, and the 
difficulties of exercising a critical perspective in this situation. I discuss the 
problematic issues of school reform more generally as an area of tensions and 
possibilities. 
 
My processing of my UAE experience through my thesis later developed in other 
directions beyond a critical viewpoint, using the lens of place, image, and illusion. 
This allowed more reflexive, creative and imaginative energies to come into play in 
the thesis. While not providing answers or conclusions, this more open approach 
proved insightful and energising, allowing me to frame my initially naive engagement 
with this reform program as the starting point for a profound shift in my identity as a 
teacher, education professional and woman. 
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Living with El Fiil 
The longer I stayed in the UAE the more evident it became to me that within the 
agenda of the school reform program, what was not being addressed was proving to 
be a more dominant and irreducible factor than all of the issues we had thought we 
were there to ‘fix’. 
 
Looking back now I can see that every initiative I organised was an attempt to move 
the teachers away from their accustomed practices to a more Western method of 
schooling while ignoring the cultural differences that lay beneath these practices. This 
inconvenient and unacknowledged reality was ever present in the room and became 
more visible to me as my time in the UAE progressed, an increasingly vivid image 
which became my daily companion, El Fiil. Flamboyantly oversized, El Fiil started 
wearing long colourful frocks and lots of glittering yellow gold bling. She seemed to 
be saying what I was thinking: ‘What right do you have to subject these people to 
these new ways? It seems to me that you think your ways of working with children 
are better than their ways.’ El Fiil gradually settled in at the school, moving from 
room to room as I met with staff. She was making herself very much at home, 
especially in the principal’s office, lolling about on her new leather couch eating her 
delicious chocolates. I knew the principal could see her clearly whenever the principal 
told me, as she often did, that was not the Arabic way of doing things.  
 
I was now caught in this in between space of feeling obliged to undertake the tasks 
demanded by our reform program and the space of exercising cultural respect in a 
postcolonial world, a space that could acknowledge different ontologies and 
epistemologies. ADEC had charged our company with the role of ‘improving the 
school system’ in Abu Dhabi. El Fiil would appear again and mutter in my ear: 
‘school improvement is a Western construct, perhaps the Sheik and his advisors have 
been influenced too greatly by what they have seen in Western countries. Maybe there 
is a better way to build the repertoire of teaching methods rather than to bring in a 
team of foreigners who understand little of this culture and this place.’ While the 
rulers of the country had been influenced to bring in ‘experts’ from other countries 
they had not turned to Arabic or Muslim countries for assistance. This seemed to me 
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to add an extra layer of complexity when perhaps it had not been needed if different 
decisions had been made.  
 
Despite her huge bulk, El Fiil squeezed herself nicely into the sanctity of my little car 
and came with me to meetings with our company directors, senior managers and 
management advisers, like myself, from other schools. El Fiil would sit there with a 
curious and bemused look on her face while we talked about strategies to improve the 
schools we were being paid to work in. She would tilt her head and raise one eyebrow 
when we discussed how we would model good teaching practices for the teachers or 
get them to meet regularly to plan improvements for the schools. I could hear her 
whispering, ‘you know that’s not really going happen’. ‘Sure, the teachers are really 
going to want to meet to plan things that they don’t see the need for’. El Fiil had 
become quite sarcastic and I was beginning to wonder about her state of mind. ‘Yes, I 
can really see them wanting to put all student attendance and absence data onto a 
computer when one of the school maids takes around a book where that information is 
collected each day already. We could implement the computerised approach, and in 
doing so we could put the maid out of work who is sending money back to support 
her family in the Philippines.’  
 
I think some of the staff in our company had glimpses of this ever-present reform 
sceptic, especially when we tried things that worked for only a few weeks and then 
were dropped. El Fiil seemed to be saying ‘You are getting paid to try to implement 
practices that are not reflective of their epistemology or of their current priorities. I 
can see that some of you are just paying lip-service to changes that you know will not 
work. So why are you here?’ There was often a dialogue of compliance at 
management team meetings while we told stories about things that had happened in 
our schools and some of the ‘good’ things that we had felt we’d achieved.  
 
The illusion of change and improvement was framed in a dialogue of globalising 
education and Westernising practices. I could see El Fiil holding up a sign that read 
‘You’re all talking the talk but you know that most of what you try to do won’t work 
because things here are just too different to where you have all come from’. I could 
tell by the look on her face that she knew that I did not believe most of the spin about 
what we should be doing in the schools and how it was all meant to work. She seemed 
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to be yelling ‘Come on, why don’t you all admit that most of the principals and 
teachers don’t want you to interfere in the way their schools run and what they teach 
now and that there may be a better way to bring them all on board to help them to 
implement changes that they may want.’ Nobody seemed to want to talk about issues 
like that, that was just too difficult to consider, so El Fiil stayed sitting in her corner 
being ignored for a very long time. I often wonder if she is still there and is still being 
ignored. At the same time, I see her like that live exhibit in the Banksy Exhibition in 
Los Angeles, as something to be celebrated and appreciated, a gloriously colourful 
reminder of how outlandish our pretences can be. 
The cost of an uncritical school reform agenda 
The stories of pedagogical difference that I have told in Chapter Four (‘There’s no 
Arabic word for pedagogy’) give a human insight into the spaces between Emirati 
practices and those of the imposed Western school reform program and how they 
were at odds with each other. The negative impact of the Western global hegemony 
over school improvement caused real problems for the teachers in the school that I 
worked in. Doing away with text books and teaching styles that had been used for 
many years was causing a strain. The loss of agency in the process was manifesting 
itself through resentment and anger. The teachers were confused about what was 
expected of them as it conflicted greatly with their personal ideas of learning. The 
clash of epistemologies caused a space of confusion for the teachers and for the team 
of foreign workers and for myself.  
 
Throughout this thesis I have sought to unpack the sources of this confusion through 
the use of narrative and storytelling. I was increasingly pulled towards postcolonial 
theory (Said, 1991) as I began to understand what was being forced upon the local 
teachers. All I had read on marginalised and colonised groups was evident here: 
disempowerment, silencing of voices of protest and the cultural blindness and 
insensitivity of a hegemonic agenda. In my eagerness to accept this overseas job I had 
not thought about the impact of the program on the teachers I would be working with. 
My naivety is evidenced in my email of acceptance that opens this thesis. I can see 
now that the comments I made about changing their pedagogy were simplistic and 
lacked insight regarding the imposition of this reform agenda on their way of 
teaching, learning and being.  
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By naming the practices and ideologies that permeated the school reform program in 
the UAE, a space is created for critiquing the ways that it impacted on those involved, 
including myself (Steinberg, 2007). Through body/place writing I have been able to 
write in this space that challenged much I had taken for granted. The framework of 
autoethnography grew as I came to see what it meant to be involved in a program that 
represented so many levels of disparity. In this regard I see my thesis as occupying a 
space within Pratt’s ‘pedagogical arts of the contact zone’; a reflection on an 
intercultural space that was also self-reflexive. 
 
I noticed in the first few months of my time in the UAE that critical reflection 
expressed openly is not often encouraged in the UAE where religious based codes of 
conduct are set down in the Qur’an that must not be questioned. I expect that 
discontented comments were often uttered in private by the teachers regarding our 
program as related to me by the translator. Fear of the consequences of speaking out 
prevents teachers and principals from openly opposing initiatives in their education 
system. I had noticed with interest that fear is present at all levels of society and 
schooling where a more senior person with more authority and power can come 
wielding powerful punishments.  
 
I remember clearly a discussion that I had with the principal one day early on in my 
time at the school. She had made several comments about not being told about the 
programs and changes ahead of time. I asked her if there was a local principals’ 
network where they could meet and discuss issues together and put their ideas to the 
Ministry or Abu Dhabi Education Council. She shrugged and told me that I did not 
understand. At that stage I was still naïve about the weight of power relationships and 
the entrenched fear of authority that operated for her and for all principals and 
teachers in the UAE.  
 
In presenting my ideas here through this autoethnographic framework I am 
challenging the conventions of a set of positivist practices around school reform that 
have been taken for granted on a global level (McInerney, Smyth & Down, 2011). 
Perhaps I feel a responsibility to take this stance given that the teachers and principals 
in the UAE cannot express their disapproval openly, while at the same time I feel that 
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I can’t speak for them. I was pained that I did not have the determination to openly 
oppose some of the major changes that our company wanted implemented while I was 
in the UAE. But this was not an environment in which to question a process or policy. 
People in our company who did not follow the required agenda usually left within 
several months of commencing in a school. Sometimes they found the door on their 
own and sometimes they were shown the door before they were discovered for openly 
following their own agenda. A small number left our company due to their 
disappointment at the lack of compliance by the principal and teachers in the school 
that they were working in. They appeared resentful that their directives were not 
being followed fully.   
The politics of school reform in the UAE 
While more positivist research might attempt to assess the success or impact of the 
UAE school reform program, I resist giving credibility to a reform agenda that I now 
do not believe in. With intercultural reform programs related to ‘quality’ teaching, 
when there can be no universal agreement on what ‘quality’ teaching is, I suspect that 
such studies will not focus on what I now see as important. Remembering my 
question to the teachers: ‘What makes a good teacher?’, even assuming agreement on 
this notion was problematic.  
 
With that in mind and the history of the leaders of the country making decisions 
regarding education with little or no consultation with those in schools, I find it 
difficult to see a transformative alternative emerging. I would want to challenge any 
review process that set up additional layers of hegemonic intervention in a school 
system that is already under heavy scrutiny.  
 
In struggling to suggest how those in schools in the UAE might work within a system 
that is under review from above in a country that does not challenge authority, I find 
myself at an impasse. In another context I would suggest that staff in schools be given 
the opportunity to participate in recommendations for change through consultation. In 
the absence of this kind of agency I saw that the teachers often responded by 
maintaining their teaching practices in the face of a change that they did not see a 
need for. 
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While the dominance of religion in the UAE has prevented many aspects of teachers 
and students lives from being Westernised, little reflection has been conducted on the 
impact of this new curriculum being implemented in the schools. It is hard to say 
where this research will come from, or indeed whether the rulers and the Abu Dhabi 
Education Council want research and reflection on these reform programs. The 
teachers’ determination to continue past practices that relate to their traditions and 
economic circumstances have also contributed to their reluctance to change. ADEC’s 
research division restricted any direct research in relation to the reform programs that 
it funded during the period 2007 to 2012 so researchers have had little opportunity to 
view relevant research. Research in schools, like that undertaken by Dickson (2012) 
has been able to gain some insights into the reactions of the students in regard to the 
reform partnerships but this research was part of a bigger project that looked at the 
career aspirations of middle and high school students. The questions related to the 
students’ perceptions of the reform program was only one part of a larger survey.  
 
The implications of this research for the UAE are complex and varied. One of our 
company’s objectives was to improve the quality of teaching but as suggested above 
what the local teachers articulated as quality teaching or good teaching was quite 
different to how quality teaching is defined in Australia or the UK. The notion that ‘a 
one size fits all’ approach could succeed in the UAE confused me there as much as it 
does in Australia. Empowering local academics, principals and teachers to undertake 
research in the UAE to investigate what might work in their own schools would be of 
value but this would go against the whole history of the power dynamics between the 
bureaucrats in education and those in the schools. Maybe over time questions could 
be asked to find out what teachers value in their current practices, what they might see 
that needs to be changed and how they think these initiatives could be carried out to 
improve learning for the students in these Emirati schools. External authorities, such 
as the Ministry of Education and ADEC, would need to take a huge step back to allow 
schools to make their own decisions rather than imposing programs and instilling fear 
and consequences of non-compliance in school staff. In an oligarchy, such as the 
UAE, this may be outside the scope of change in a country that is not a democracy. 
Maybe over time reflection like this will begin to creep in as people tell their stories 
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to share and to build up a picture of the changes that teachers and principals may 
want.  
 
More debate and discussion needs to take place in acknowledgement of the 
globalisation of Western or European ways of knowing and being. Why has Western 
knowledge been privileged? The contested nature of school reform also needs to be 
discussed and not taken for granted as a ‘road to improvement’. Until political forces 
across the globe have these discussions I fear that school reform will continue along 
the path that has been set and enabled by the privileged. Kincheloe (2005) argued that 
Western bias is representative of a tendency within modern science, noting that ‘with 
the birth of modernism and the scientific revolution, many premodern, indigenous 
epistemologies, cosmologies, and ontologies were lost, ridiculed by European 
modernists as primitive’ (p.84) because dominance, the hallmark of modern European 
civilization, was equated with superiority. Many of these issues are embedded in 
racism that needs to be acknowledged and debated before changes can be made.  
 
Now that I have left the UAE I am not aware of the subsequent developments in the 
local schools in the UAE. Any contact with the Abu Dhabi Education Council would 
only provide a very positive representation of this program and the benefits for all 
schools involved in this program that cost the country $14 billion USD. Staying in 
contact with the assistant principal and some of the teachers proved difficult due to 
language barriers and internet blocks from the UAE.  
 
The impact of globalising education on local practices as I experienced it as a 
Western practitioner has been told here through my stories. As I look back now, I see 
that if the program was to succeed, in line with the desires of the sheikhs and senior 
managers, serious concessions to local practices would have had to be made. The 
globalising tendency does not account for local contexts. The teachers would have 
had to stay back after school to attend professional development sessions with grave 
consequences for the women and their gender roles in the family. There was 
insufficient money to pay for relief teachers to take classes to release the current 
teachers to allow them to reflect on their practices. Teachers would have had to forgo 
traditional teaching practices and to foster more student engagement in relation to 
planning and teaching without having any cultural basis for what this meant or how it 
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might be of value. In short, the compromises would have been too great to make in 
order to meet this Western way of teaching. In the end, the teaching and learning that 
occurred in the schools prior to our arrival met important needs for the local Muslim 
community and the teachers as part of that community.  
 
The reality that I then faced was one of change and the dynamic nature of education. 
As the global context for education changes in relation to technology, family 
structures and economic development I began to question if any education system can 
remain static. Teachers in my home country often complain about the continual nature 
of change in our schools. They want more ownership and local decision making as did 
the teachers in the UAE. The difference in the UAE was that the changes were being 
imposed by a system they did not value and that did not take into consideration their 
strong links with religion and the fundamental rules of society that connected closely 
with their place.  
 
Much of my commentary in this thesis has been critical of school reform on a global 
level as well as on a local level in the UAE. I feel it important to stress that I do not 
oppose change in schools as a general practice. Change that follows open debate and 
discussion when an issue arises can produce varied opportunities for teachers and 
children if enacted on a local level. Change that is directed by teachers and principals 
who have identified a need can have a positive impact on many aspects of the teaching 
and learning process. Teachers who have ownership over the changes are more likely 
to see them through to completion rather than having to implement a top down reform 
under the ‘one size fits all’ banner (Hopkins, 2013). Unfortunately, as schools have 
had to adapt to economic factors and trends in globalisation we have seen policy 
taking precedence over the realities of practice. Attempting to reimagine school reform 
by the localisation and increased democratisation of education (Rizvi & Lingard, 
2010, p.807) cannot be tackled in isolation. The debate needs to begin with 
questioning of the continual focus on national curriculum and testing regimes as well 
as the ongoing campaign of an ideology that promotes entrepreneurial values and 
Western epistemologies at the expense of social justice, equality and respect for 
cultural differences.  
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The complex becoming of autoethnography 
Blending stories from my journal entries, memories, poems and images to build a 
picture of my experiences has provided me with the opportunity to use a 
multidimensional research approach. It has also allowed me to write from a specific 
context on my experiences in a program and country that has rarely been written 
about from a Western perspective. I have been able to write about difference from 
personal experience. This has been a powerful method as my journal entries and 
memories have provided me with a unique experience that few have written about. 
 
My use of autoethnography has really been a story of becoming. I have come to 
understand my experiences through a reflexive methodology that emerged from body, 
place and time. Reflecting while in the UAE, thinking while back at home on 
holidays, returning to the UAE several times, has allowed me to move between spaces 
in a reflexive manner. Researching and reading has allowed me to link theories of 
place, cross cultural contact, and writing as a way of becoming that were merely 
disjointed ideas at the commencement of this research and writing. 
 
As I have woven these stories together and have linked them to theories I have needed 
to make a shift through a range of paradigms, alongside my commitment to critical 
and social justice concerns. At the beginning my descriptions and analysis of 
ethnography as an aspect of autoethnography have been interpretative in nature as I 
have sought to investigate the writing of others and the evolutions involved in 
autoethnographic writing. My accounts of the implementation of the reform program 
at a school level and in a global context come out of a critical perspective. My place 
writing moves towards a more post structural viewpoint in making embodied links to 
the geographical landscape as it blurs with the human aspects of place. My thinking 
about illusion and art takes a more post-qualitative and open exploratory approach 
through the experience of my own art and visual images. Constraining my writing to 
one paradigm would have limited the flow of responses to the different aspects of the 
stories and to the varied interpretations that I was able to make reference to along the 
way.  
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Incommensurable experiences  
Towards the end of my time in the UAE I could see that many of my experiences of 
disconnection and bewilderment had no resolution. A critical perspective alone was 
unable to adequately encompass and account for my experience. While I was strongly 
attracted to the political analysis provided by a critical perspective, ultimately the 
making of value judgements did not offer me a way to understand the nuances of the 
situation. My knowledge of Arabic culture and my contact with the teachers had an 
impact in so many ways. I had learnt appropriate protocols and just when I thought I 
might have a deeper level of understanding, something else would appear to show 
differences that I had not anticipated.  
 
When I look back on the school reform program I was involved in, a number of 
pivotal moments and images stay in my mind, incidents that had the most vivid 
impact on me and challenged my assumptions about my role there and my instinctive 
responses to the kinds of situations that arise in schools: 
My incredulity that a school principal would without warning desert her post in 
front of a large school audience and actually depart the building, affronting all my 
ideas about professional responsibility and leaving me standing there to face the 
music alone. I saw this incident differently when I came to make my own decision 
about leaving UAE.  
My sense of bewilderment at the parent teacher day when the assembled mothers 
did not queue politely for their turn to speak to a teacher about their children but 
bodily rushed the teachers’ tables, elbowing each other out of the way. At the same 
time, it was extraordinary to me that the mothers had no apparent sense of privacy, 
competitiveness or curiosity about the academic standing of other women’s 
children. 
My delight in the laughter of the girls acting out my Cinderella story, my sense of 
approval of their more extroverted physical behaviour, the animation of their faces 
and voices, the heightened access it gave to their individuality. The chill of doubt 
that crept in when I was reminded by an Emirati teacher that this was not fitting 
behaviour for their most sacred of religious commitments during Ramadan.  
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My compulsion to ‘save’ one girl from the consequences of being late to her maths 
exam, my overriding sense of immediate unfairness which recalled my own 
schooling, the drama of convincing other teachers in authority to consent to my 
wishes and whisking the girl into her seat in the examination room. The bigger 
context of danger to the Emirati staff of countermanding a Ministry policy, the 
possible consequences about which I knew nothing but caused them real fear based 
on experience. 
The framing of these impasses represents a series of heterotopic scenarios that my 
professional background pushed me to attempt to integrate. I wanted to find ways to 
comprehend, stabilise and make coherent their disparate storylines. My pride as a 
Western principal was in tatters. I saw myself as a ‘fixer’ and now I couldn’t see a 
way to understand any kind of resolution.  
In the space between self and other 
In using autoethnography to reflect on cross cultural experiences I came to appreciate 
Somerville’s three principles of how we learn through place (2009.) The notion that 
place is constituted in stories; place learning is local and embodied and that deep 
place learning occurs in a zone of contestation became very real for me in my role as 
an ‘other’ in a new and unfamiliar country. My personal stories have allowed me to 
provide examples of the paradoxes and possibilities of living and working in a new 
place. 
 
My father was a story teller, my two brothers are story tellers and I have been told 
that I am a story teller. I tell my students at the university in Australia stories of my 
teaching experiences which cause them to laugh or cringe. I try to relate it to what 
they are discussing at the time so that it has some relevance for them and their 
learning. I often rely on the impact of a punch line and have had to try to curb that in 
this thesis as many of my stories from the UAE do not convey a simple message, or 
one that I can see. I have learnt that as a storyteller, a teacher and a ‘fixer’ I have had 
to let some of these habits go. Some things are just too complex and layered to tell 
what it is they are saying.  
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Later in my second year in the UAE I realised that slowly and in small embodied 
ways I was becoming part of the ways of being of the place that I was living in. I was 
accustomed to the call to prayer that segmented my day and alerted me to the 
activities that I should be expecting at a specific time. I often snoozed for an hour 
around 4.00 pm and frequently went shopping at 11.00 pm, like the locals. I took on 
the greeting rituals at school and pressed cheeks with the teachers. I covered my arms 
and legs and occasionally veiled. I drove my car at 160 km an hour like the locals and 
charged into roundabouts aggressively forcing my car between others far larger and 
faster than mine. I compared what I wore under my abaya with the long loose 
leggings that the teachers wore and we laughed at these fancy undergarments, making 
suggestive comments about the colours and patterns as we lifted our loose black 
fabrics to just above our knees, but no further.  
 
Despite this exchange of ontological understandings I was in no doubt that I was an 
outsider. I came to know this place and the people on a superficial level only. I could 
only know the teachers in the way that they wanted me to see them. There were things 
that I would never know and I had to let them go. As an eternally inquisitive person I 
had to accept that there are things about other cultures that outsiders can never know.  
Drawing a line 
After school yesterday a group of men arrived to service the air conditioners at work. 
The teachers had been advised that there would be men at the school, so most of them 
had left as soon as the bell had gone. The few who had remained were ready to cover 
at short notice. I had let the men in at the front door and walked in front of them up 
the stairs calling out ‘Men coming, men coming.’ Giving the women time to cover or 
to disappear back into their offices. I showed them into the computer room opposite 
our office as there had been problems with the air conditioners in there. The team of 
Teacher Advisors was working in our office and some were out and about putting up 
signs in English around the school. I heard a loud bang and a yell and went to 
investigate. One of the men, a Pakistani worker, had fallen from a ladder and hit his 
head on the corner of a table. There was a large pool of blood on the shiny tiles next 
to his head and he was lying still and groaning quietly. I asked one of the team to run 
down and ask one of the social workers to phone for an ambulance. 
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The social worker arrived with her mobile phone and made the call. She was shy with 
the man and made sure that she did not touch him. She had covered her face before 
coming into the room. She grabbed a few tissues and began to wipe up the blood 
while she spoke in a gentle voice to the worker. Her fingers were covered in blood. 
The blood soaked tissues were stuck to her fingers. With her other hand she reached 
into the pocket in her abaya and pulled out a bundle of dirham notes. She placed them 
carefully in his hand and he stuffed them quickly into his pocket. The ambulance 
arrived a few minutes later and we all left for the day. 
This morning I said to the social worker that it was lovely of her to give the man 
money. I felt I should have given him some too. She told me ‘It is Ramadan and he 
might not be able to work for a week. He will need money. Allah would want me to 
give him money, it is Ramadan’ (Journal, September 2008). 
While it was shocking to me that she had put her hands into the blood as she smeared 
it across the floor with a few inadequate tissues, the social worker was shocked that I 
had put my hand on his shoulder. Blood rules in contemporary Australian life had 
made me very wary of blood borne diseases but she was more concerned about not 
touching a man who was not a family member. I watched in horror and couldn’t help 
but tell her to wash her hands as soon as we left the room. I had been content to gently 
pat him on the arm as I spoke to him but I would never have put my hands in the 
blood. She had glared at me as I had patted him on the arm. The divide between our 
two ways of negotiating the human world was a line drawn in the blood and the 
prostrate body of this fallen Pakistani worker lying between us on the floor of the 
school; our separate gestures across his body operated in two different spaces, held 
apart by invisible storylines that in that moment were incommensurable but suggested 
so much. 
Through the mind’s eye 
Grappling with the impenetrable nature of my experiences I began to seek other ways 
of seeing and expressing them. I found I didn’t have the language to explain some of 
my ideas or confusions. I began taking photos to try to capture the emotions that I was 
feeling and to represent these feelings in a different form. As the photos made a way 
into my stories of becoming they gave me another way of expressing and making 
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meaning. As I struggled to find the words to make connections, the photos, and later 
my own art pieces, allowed me to access an embodiment outside of the literal. My 
accidental art piece (Figure 7.7) of black and white shapes surrounding my 
contrasting colour of difference moved me beyond language to a sensation that could 
be felt but not explained. The accidental folds and tears on the surface came to 
represent my ideas and responses. Through the folds and the material nature of the 
paper along with those of the metaphysical surfaces, they came together to represent 
my fragmented and jarred memories, emotions and stories. The stories I told became 
more visible in this encounter with the quality of the torn tissue paper and the 
embodied experiences of vulnerability and tension. This art piece and my painting of 
Nick on Nick (Figure 7.6) provide an alternative data source as material objects, not 
displacing words, but adding to them.  
 
This use of art became a powerful way for me to rethink my critical perspective 
through making links between illusion in art and illusion in school reform. Viewing 
art of different forms that allude to one thing while hiding another more complex 
representation captured for me the phantom shapes of this school reform program that 
I sensed peripherally. Hiding beneath the surface was a richer and more telling 
interpretation of events than I had originally expected. The contradictions and 
ambiguities became more accessible through reflexive exploration. I could see that 
things are often not as they first appear and through perspectives that are not based on 
logic, such as the visual image and relationship to place, what lies beneath can be 
examined. I found that part of how the lens of place expanded my thinking was 
through being open and receptive to accepting the new and seeing difference through 
more curious eyes. It helped me to see that in the UAE I was often performing a one 
dimensional projection of place by enacting the role of a woman that I was not. 
 
As I reflected on this multi-dimensional place of difference I was reminded of the 
textures of the dust on my skin, the roughness of fabric on my arms and legs, limbs 
that would normally have been bare in the heat. The rough texture of my accidental 
art took me back to the heat and dust allowing me to re-experience the thin veil of my 
desert self.  
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From a different perspective I could see that the images that I took of the women at 
the school as they covered represented their responses to my camera and their own 
notions of veiling, devotion and a response to this digital form of image taking. For 
the unfamiliar Western viewer the veils have provided an illusion of a barrier that 
prevents the viewer from seeing beneath. For me I see the faces and the smiles that I 
came to know beneath these coverings. When I look I see a shared joke with the 
library teachers or the conversations we had around the table outside the principal’s 
office. Maybe sharing these images has allowed me to lift that cover of illusion to see 
behind that veil of fabric.  
 
Like my memories and stories these images have a conceptual framework as they link 
with ‘moments of being’. They represent for me moments when I am fully conscious 
of the experience I am having (Wolf, 1972). Looking at these images they represent 
powerful memories that remain long after my return to Australia. Many of my stories 
represent this moment of being while others have faded to unimportance or to the 
mundane.  
 
These moments of being or times of heightened awareness for me are often of a visual 
nature. I notice the colours, the textures and the light around me. I notice the way 
shapes reflect themselves in shadow and how they interact with space. For me this 
makes a place more real, more memorable, a place that I want to photograph or 
reproduce. These are the signature moments of intensity that have stayed with me. 
The shape of an archway and how shadows reflect an image provide a possibility of 
connections with the people and place that I lived in.  
My personal crisis of representation 
As a lifelong educator I identified myself as someone with a strong sense of social 
justice and a postcolonial political world view but in the act of taking up the position I 
was offered in the UAE these principles were silenced, or in some way absent from 
my awareness. Perhaps it was because I was part of a program of colonisation by 
invitation. I had assumed a consent that was not there. 
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It did not take long for the implications to become apparent to me and I became 
increasingly convinced that I was in fact occupying a position that was against my 
natural inclinations. However, as I was contracted to be a major actor on the front line 
of the reform program, this was not a position I could altogether place outside of 
myself, as something enacted by a set of social policies and actions that remained 
external to me and from which I could maintain a position of innocence. The 
objectifying moves of a critical position were therefore not able to fully articulate or 
help me to understand what I experienced and how to live with it and beyond it. 
 
The writing of autoethnographies does not necessarily resolve the issues of 
representation. Autoethnographic writing met my desire to represent my ideas related 
to the complexity of knowing and not knowing, and becoming. This writing 
deconstructs the unity of the autobiographical self. No subject can be a fully self-
identified, fully aware, or fully intentional author because unconscious desire makes 
fully intentional subjectivity impossible (Clough, 1998).  
 
As I write I begin to see that I have struggled with how to represent myself in this 
autoethnography. At home, where my role is defined, and I enact the me that has 
developed over time in a setting that I have knowledge of and agency in, I find the 
connect between self and representation through writing a much easier task. I pick up 
the recent Handbook of Autoethnography (Jones, Adams & Ellis, 2013) where Alicia 
Jackson and Lisa Mazzei (2008) discuss the ‘deconstructive autoethnographies that 
disrupt identity, discourage identification and refuse understanding’ (p.654). I am one 
person influenced by a set of disruptive experiences that have blurred my identity as a 
woman, a teacher and principal. The person that I have represented in my writing 
from the UAE at times did not feel like me. At times I have glimpses of the self that I 
know so well but the self that I have represented from the UAE was so disrupted and 
disconnected that I wonder if it’s me at all.  
 
We all let a kind of veil fall across our inner most thoughts. There are things that we 
never share with even our closest friends or with our partner. Each of us is 
unknowable to others in some ways, always alone at the deepest level (Wylie, 2010). 
There were things that were too personal to tell and others that did not fit into the 
narrative of this thesis.  
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The identities that felt hidden began to emerge again after my return to Australia. The 
disruptive voice that wanted to speak out about the flawed system of school reform in 
the UAE became stronger after time and distance had impacted on my reflections. I 
found it easier to write as the self that I know best, the one that others see at home. In 
the UAE my identity seemed to become fragmented. I thought of it as a light shining 
through a prism that was then separated into many separate refracted strands. Seeking 
to represent a self that had become so segmented and torn was a struggle. The me that 
I have appeared to represent in the UAE is a quieter, more reserved me. I wouldn’t 
yell out witty comments down the hallway or engage in the gentle teasing of others 
that some Australians have perfected as I felt I would be misunderstood. I couldn’t 
rush around from office to office in bare feet as I often do at the University at home. 
My embodied demeanour had to take on a more professional and to me more artificial 
manner. I felt like a beige colourless shadow of the more flamboyant me. At the same 
time I like the more introspective me who enjoys sitting at the computer trying to 
choose just the right words to present my thoughts. While I may appear self-possessed 
in my telling of stories, often there were multiple responses too confusing, detailed or 
contradictory to tell. Seeking to tell complex stories in a readable manner has been 
trying at times; too many thoughts to remember, make sense of and to tell at once. 
Writing autoethnography involving disruptions of identity is particularly difficult as 
the writer shifts from a fragment of one identity to another and then back again. At 
times I felt I was living an illusion. The visible me appeared composed and 
controlled. A closer look would have seen the more present me behind this outer 
illusion. Sometimes I felt the illusion was becoming the real me as I fought to contain 
myself and to feel less exposed.  
 
I can see that aspects of my subjectivity have been changing continually. The self that 
I am now has indeed changed from the person I was in the UAE. I think some of my 
core beliefs have always been there as they formed over my life from childhood to 
adulthood but there is a yearning for something lost, something that I was not able to 
reconcile.  
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Seeing old places through new eyes: My place 
When I finally returned to live and work at home I spent days and days sitting outside. 
In the UAE the heat from the desert drives people indoors where they smell the cold 
stale air of their air conditioners. While I loved the pristine newness of the sensuous 
curves of the sand dunes with their clean sharp ridges and their dark shadows, I 
missed the landscape of home. 
 
I wandered around our six acres looking at how the trees and shrubs had grown. I ate 
outside, I read outside and soaked up the place that I had missed more than I had 
anticipated. I loved the sound of the wind through the she oaks that we had planted 
near the house about 12 years ago. Their long thin pine needle-like cladodes draping 
downwards to touch in the breeze.  
 
I noticed the kookaburras again and the boisterous butcher birds as they swooped 
around the garden. The bright red and green King parrots settled on the bird feeder 
and came close to me as I worked at the outside table. I looked for our special one 
legged friend Stumpy who took seed from my hand. I didn’t even mind the bossy 
lorikeets that descended to chase away the parrots as I watched the pecking order with 
renewed interest. 
 
I smelt the lemon scented geranium and the roses in the cottage garden. I stroked the 
white smooth trunks of our gum trees that turned pink in the evening sun and I smelt 
the resinous red cedar that lines the walls of our house. The cooking smells as my 
husband prepared my favourite meals. 
 
The breeze on my arms felt familiar and warm rather than scorching hot and I could 
breathe freer without the heat and dust in the air. I had a corporeal longing to pat the 
soft smooth black fur of our old Kelpie who had died while I was away. He is buried 
under the Buster tree down in the garden. 
 
I had returned mid-summer and was looking forward to the routine of the four seasons 
again. Soon it would be autumn and the leaves on the huge liquid ambers in the 
driveway would turn a brilliant red and orange.  
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Sitting outside at the large red gum table that my husband had built, surrounded by 
our adult sons with their partners and friends, sharing good food and wine I reclaimed 
what I had lost while overseas.  
 
I returned to my lecturing position at the university, and for others it appeared that my 
life continued as before. But at unpredictable moments I had flashes of my time in the 
UAE. The feelings would only last a few seconds but their intensity always took me 
by surprise. The smell of furniture polish in a local store made me stop, startled that I 
had imagined for a second that I was back in the department store near my unit in Al 
Ain where I had gone to buy a small nest of tables. Hearing two students speaking in 
Arabic at the university drew me to them for a chat. I had only been home for a few 
weeks when I found myself driving on the wrong side of the road. I had been rushing 
to work on a hot summer’s morning, as I did in the UAE, and the sun had a muted 
haze as if the light was filtered by sand and dust. 
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Epilogue 
 
 
Leaving: My home in the UAE 
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I walk towards the shortest queue, trying to get it over with as quickly as possible. 
Only Emirati men and the occasional woman work at the passport check points at 
immigration as the job is deemed to be an important one. There are a few dozen 
people in front of me, with their passports out ready to show. Mine has my UAE 
residency on the back page. I keep touching the official looking stamp and seal with 
my fingers. There is a shiny silver circle at the top of it with Arabic writing on it that 
feels smooth. The photo that was taken back in 2007 a month after my arrival looks 
horrible. There is a dark coloured smear on the photo that makes me look like I am 
grimacing. The seal that should be stamped with ‘cancelled’ at the end of a person’s 
contract is still clear and untouched. My hands are shaking slightly and I can feel the 
dampness of the sweat under my arms. My whole body feels hot. I only have a one 
way ticket back to Australia and I will not be coming back to complete the last six 
months of my two year contract. I am going home for Christmas on this one way 
ticket. I cannot pretend at school any longer. My inner voice says ‘you shouldn’t be 
here’. 
 
I have tidied up my apartment and left most of my clothes hanging up in the wardrobe 
or folded in the drawers. I want the company to think that I am coming back. I bought 
an external hard drive and copied all the photos that I had on my work laptop. I 
copied some of my work documents in case I was going to use some of the tasks in 
my thesis. I deleted most of my emails and the trash as well. I left some food in the 
fridge and hung some clothes that I had washed on the clothes horse. I wondered why 
I had bothered to wash them. I heard later that my friend had given most of my 
clothes away to the Filipino maids who we paid to clean our apartments. We paid 
them well. They liked working for Australian expats as we paid them more than 
others, it was probably guilt money for having somebody else cleaning our places. I 
would be leaving the couch I bought and the beautiful set of small tables and my tall 
lamp with the fez shaped shade. I packed one box of knick knacks and mailed it back 
to Australia. Later a friend took my painting that I had bought on a trip to Egypt out 
of the frame in my apartment and sent it to me in Australia rolled up in a tube.  
 
I stayed in a motel in Dubai on my last night. I didn’t get much sleep. In the middle of 
the night I was imagining a number of possible developments. The quiet dark of the 
night allowed my imagination to ponder on the worst outcome. I did feel so spoilt 
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travelling business class though as I had accumulated thousands of points. This 
service includes being picked up at my apartment in Al Ain and being driven to my 
hotel. Then I was collected again and taken to the airport in the morning. Each of the 
drivers collected my bag from my rooms and placed it carefully in the boot. The 
Dubai driver carried it to luggage check in for me. I didn’t touch my bag until I 
reached Melbourne.  
 
I am close to the counter now and thinking about the people I had seen escorted away 
by security at the passport check point before when flying back home for holidays. I’d 
been told what could happen if a person absconded without cancelling their residency 
through official channels. Sometimes they would be forced to complete their contract 
and I had heard that some of the workers from the subcontinent had had their 
passports confiscated and were stuck in limbo in a country that would not reissue a 
new one. I have hidden my fully charged mobile phone in my bra. I know they won’t 
feel me there. I may need to phone our company to get help or phone home to Chris to 
explain the situation. I keep thinking of the boys and of Chris. Nobody wants to hear 
that their mother is being held in custody at an overseas airport and her future is 
unknown. 
 
There are only a few people in front of me now and I start to feel dizzy. I breathe 
slowly and deeply for a few seconds. I look around at the security cameras and 
wonder if there are people watching and what they are looking for. I slow my 
breathing down. There are exhausted children and huge trolleys full of ornate 
luggage. I can hear several different languages from my place in the queue. Even 
though I am panicking the regret pops into my head about how much I wish I had 
learned to speak another language fluently. My few phrases of Arabic and the many 
single words that I had learnt would not be enough to be able to explain my situation.  
 
Those returning to India or Pakistan have large boxes tied up with string. These 
people passing through customs are heading for destinations all around the globe. I 
just need to get through here and get onto the plane. I am focusing on trying to look 
calm. I keep trying to visualise that glass of champagne that they bring you as soon as 
you settle in your comfortable seat in business class. My self-talk oscillates between 
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rebuke and optimism. I should have bought a return ticket. No, I will be fine. They 
won’t know that I am not coming back. 
 
He takes my passport and flicks through it to the back. I wonder if the computer 
screen that he is tapping on will alert him to the fact that I haven’t booked a return 
ticket and my residency has not been cancelled. Maybe I should have booked a return 
ticket and just cancelled it later. He makes eye contact with me and doesn’t move. He 
doesn’t smile. I stare back at him. He takes out the stamp and presses it down hard on 
my passport. He hands it back to me and nods for me to pass through. I smile, trying 
to look calm, and walk on. 
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